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A PlACe-BAsed iNitiAtiVe

Over the past decade, there has been a slow but steady increase in the number of “place-based population  

change initiatives.”  The goal of a place-based initiative is to bring overall change to a particular geographic area.  

Rather than implementing a particular stand-alone program or project, the focus has been on identifying particular 

neighborhoods, and taking a holistic/comprehensive approach to change.

For example, an organization may create an after 
school program, a food program, a gardening 
project, a lead paint abatement project, a 
tutoring program, or any number of individual 
stand-alone initiatives. And these projects 
may very well achieve their goals and provide 
measurable help to participants.  But even in 
success, they do not necessarily change the 
underlying environment, or the social or service 
networks.  However, in communities across the 
nation, there have been an increasing number 
of initiatives that look to developing a compre-
hensive approach and are investing in a defined 
place/neighborhood in order to fundamentally 
transform the entire neighborhood and its 
residents. 

PoPulAtioN CHANge  
leArNiNg CoMMuNity
In 2014, representatives from the Hartford 
Foundation for Public Giving and the Brighter 
Futures Initiative were invited to participate in 
the Population Change Learning Community.   
This community of learners includes groups from 
areas across the US including the Brownsville 
Partnership – Brooklyn, NY; Brighter Futures – 
Hartford, CT; Community Studios – Sarasota and 
St. Petersburg, FL; Eastside Community - United 
Way of San Antonio, TX; Growing Together - 
Tulsa, OK; Magnolia Community Initiative -  
Los Angeles, CA; the Amani Neighborhood –  

Milwaukee, WI; Thunder Valley Community 
Development Corporation – Pine Ridge Reser-
vation, SD; Vital Village Network – Boston, MA; 
as well as Avenues of Change, Guildford West - 
Surrey, British Columbia, Canada. 

Formed to create an exchange between  
practitioners, researchers, and funders, the 
Population Change Learning Community aims 
to assist site-based practitioners supporting 
place-based efforts. Members of the Learning 
Community also include the UCLA Center for 
Healthier Children, Families, and Communities, 
the Wisdom Exchange, Boston Medical Center, 
University of Wisconsin Extension of Milwaukee 
County, the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston 
Working Cities Challenge, the Community 
Foundation of North Texas, and the Doris Duke 
Charitable Foundation.  UCLA Center for Healthi-
er Children, Families, and Communities provides 
coordination and the Doris Duke Charitable 
Foundation provides the financial support for 
the Learning Community and provided funding 
for this case study. 

It was through the Population Change Learning 
Community group exchanges, participating site 
based teams identified their common struggle  
to understand what roles and functions are 
being used to support a community change 
process, assess how well they are actually 

performing these functions, and ultimately de-
termine what of these functions are necessary to 
actually drive positive change. While much has 
been written about the need for support entities 
for multi-sector place based endeavors, whether 
called backbone organizations, integrators, 
intermediaries, or lead agencies, little has been 
captured as to how best to organize and deliver 
on this role.
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tHe C Ase study PurPose

It was determined by the Learning Community that efforts to improve outcomes in place-based efforts would  

be greatly enhanced by sharing the progress and challenges of those us having assumed the support role for place  

based endeavors.  Site based members of the Learning Community self-selected into a case study design team  

and/or volunteered to administer the case study within their respective communities.

We recognize that the decision-making process 
in each place-based initiative is different; the 
demographics in each initiative are unique; 
and the range of the specific programs and 
projects for each initiative vary.  However, the 
goal of this case study for each community is 
to better understand the practice of how best 
to respond to the on-going development and 
delivery of the support and services needed 
for multi-sector place based endeavors.  And 
in each case, this study is informed by the 
collective experience of, and written by, those 
actually responsible for the place-based work in 
their community. 

The case study was designed to better under-
stand how, and what, the Learning Community 
members have determined to be the support 
roles and functions, and how each site has 
organized to accomplish their work.  In order 
to best understand this, the Population Change 
Learning Community intended to answer these 
key questions:

•	 What	are	the	roles/functions	necessary	 
 to support a multi-sector initiative  
 trying to improve a place based  
 population?

•	 What	operating	or	management	 
	 structures	are	the	most	promising	for 
 organizing and sustaining this work 
		 (delivering	on	the	functions)?

•	 How	do	we	know	(assess)	if	we	are	 
	 effectively	delivering	on	these	 
	 functions?

•	 How	do	we	effectively	resource	 
	 (human,	financial,	technical)	this	 
 support?

 
By relying on local stakeholders to share their 
experiences and perspectives, and make mean-
ing of those insights, the aim is to strengthen 
our shared understanding of the elements of 
effectiveness for those supporting multi-sector 
place based endeavors. 

Through our use of a guided exploration of what 
has happened and what has been learned from 
those responsible for supporting a place-based 
endeavor, the Population Change Learning 

Community has now generated 9 site-specific 
case studies. 

What follows is a case study of the Hartford 
Foundation for Public Giving’s Brighter Futures 
Initiative efforts in the Asylum Hill neighbor-
hood. Representatives from the Brighter Futures 
Initiative “anchor agencies” entered into this 
process with a commitment to ask questions 
and gather the perspectives of participating 
agencies, residents, and others, that would 
allow for a deeper level of understanding of the 
full range of functions and capacities of support 
entities for multi-sector place based efforts. 

Significant effort was made to gather informa-
tion from a diverse range of participants.  
Nevertheless, we acknowledge and recognize 
that it was not possible to speak with everyone, 
and as a result it is impossible to represent 
everyone’s views and experiences in our local 
efforts.  We recognize that there are many peo-
ple within the Asylum Hill neighborhood and 
from throughout our community who contribute 
their time, effort, and resources to improve 
the Asylum Hill neighborhood and the lives of 
Asylum Hill residents.
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HArtford’s loC Al story

Founded in 1637, Hartford is among the oldest cities in the United States. It is home to the nation’s oldest public 

art museum, the Wadsworth Athenaeum; the oldest publicly funded park, Bushnell Park; the oldest continuously 

published newspaper, The Hartford Courant; the second-oldest secondary school, Hartford Public; Trinity College, 

an elite, private liberal arts college, and the Mark Twain House where the author wrote his most famous works and 

raised his family, among other historically significant attractions. In 1868, resident Mark Twain wrote, “Of all the 

beautiful towns it has been my fortune to see, this is the chief.” 

Following the American Civil War, Hartford was 
the richest city in the United States for several 
decades. Nicknamed the “Insurance Capital of 
the World”, Hartford still houses many insurance 
company headquarters, and insurance is the re-
gion’s major industry. Yet, despite Connecticut’s 
frequent ranking as the state with the highest 
per capita income, Hartford is one of the poorest 
cities in the nation. 

Harford’s population of nearly 125,000 people 
is diverse with 43 percent Hispanic or Latino resi-
dents, 38 percent black or African-American, and 
15 percent white. This is in stark contrast to the 
surrounding suburbs.  As expressed by current 
Hartford residents, “Hartford is a very diverse 
community in which sixty (60) languages are 
spoken. The City attracts and welcomes new 
immigrants.” “Hartford is home to migrants from 
several continents. It has a rich cultural tapestry. 
Yet, because most residents are in the lower 
income brackets, there are many employment 
challenges.” 

Currently, 38% of Hartford’s residents live in 
poverty, compared to 11% of Connecticut’s over-
all population. Highlighting the socio-economic 
disparity between Hartford and its suburbs 83% 

of Hartford’s jobs are filled by commuters from 
neighboring towns who earn over $80,000, while 
75% of Hartford residents who commute to work 
in other towns earn just $40,000. Unemploy-
ment in Hartford is at 7.1% while neighboring 
West Hartford is 4.2%. This disparity of income 
indicates a real lack of financial stability for many 
Hartford families. It further indicates that job 
training and development is not really designed 
to meet the needs of the residents so that they 
can work where they live.

Housing is also inadequate. To address this, 
Habitat for Humanity obtained large tracts 
of land to help provide housing for low to 
moderate-income people but this did not come 
close to meeting the needs of the residents. The 
United Way’s information and referral service, 
211, received 70,501 service requests from 
Hartford residents in 2014 and more than 52 
percent of those requests were for assistance 
with basic needs such as housing, food, utilities 
and furniture. Forty-four percent of Hartford 
families with children live in poverty, and 77% 
of students in the Hartford Public Schools receive 
free or reduced priced lunches. 

The motto of the city is “Harford Has It,” 
indicating that everything you need can be 
found in Hartford, but for many families living 
in poverty this does not ring true. “As a diverse 
city, Hartford is full of world-class talent, is 
musically rich and yet families are living in crisis 
and poverty. ” Many regard this as the result of 
institutional racism and decisions made by an 
elite group from the business community that 
did not include the input from the people that 
actually resided there. A resident’s view of the 
city reflects both the promise and challenges 
of the City. “Hartford has many assets such as a 
beautiful parks system and the greatest acreage 
of parks per capita in the country. Yet at the 
same time, we never have the resources to keep 
them clean and maintained for use.”

suPPortiNg CoMMuNity  
trANsforMAtioN
Hartford	Foundation	for	Public	Giving
The Hartford Foundation for Public Giving is
the community foundation for Hartford and 
28 surrounding communities. The Foundation, 
made possible by gifts from thousands of 
generous individuals, families and organizations, 
has awarded grants of more than $700 million 
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since it’s founding over 90 years ago. As part 
of its investments, the Hartford Foundation 
for Public Giving has supported the Brighter 
Futures Initiative for the past twenty-five years. 
The Initiative was designed to prepare young 
children to enter school ready to learn and to 
succeed during the early grades. It is built on the 
premise that young children who are healthy, 
have high-quality early childhood experiences, 
and have families who are supported in their 
childrearing, will experience success. 

tHe BrigHter futures 
fAMily CeNters
Within the past twenty years of the Brighter 
Futures Initiative, the six Family Centers have ex-
perienced much success in their efforts to improve 
child outcomes; collaborate with formal institu-
tions; to utilize new approaches towards the de-
velopment of place-based efforts; and to motivate 
parents to work with their peers and neighbors to 
bring about change and improve the quality of life 
in the neighborhoods served by these Centers. 

Most of the parents and families come to a Family 
Center because they are in need of resources to 
support themselves or their families. The directors, 
staff and volunteers who interface with these fam-
ilies continuously strive to respond to these needs 
and support them in meeting their challenges.

As described by a parent, “parents who formed 
the community were able to re-design the fam-
ily centers by creating new theories of change; 
coordinating new services; and establishing a 
new model and approach for a family center.” 

The renewed theory of change holds that out-
comes for a population of children and families 
depend on the day-to-day actions of individuals 
and organizations supporting families and other 
neighborhood residents. Progressive changes in 
these actions contribute to shifts in family and 
neighborhood conditions as well as changes in 
individual health and parenting behaviors. Taken 
together, all of these small shifts build toward 
longer-term improved outcomes for children.

This new theory of change resulted in adopting 
new tools, new use of data, new approaches 
to capturing and defining the Family Center 
way, and parents were invited in specifically as 
co-designers and planners as context experts 
within our work.

AsyluM Hill fAMily 
CeNter story
Asylum Hill is a very diverse neighborhood with 
families that have resided here for generations. 
There is also a steady influx of migrant groups 
that moved here voluntarily and a significant 
group of involuntary migrants or refugees who 

have been relocated to the neighborhood. The 
Brighter Futures Asylum Hill Family Center, 
administered and operated by Catholic Charities 
Archdiocese of Hartford, has become the hub of 
neighborhood activity as old and new residents 
seek solutions for the many challenges they face.  
In addition to meeting their needs, information 
is shared about leadership development and 
civic engagement in the Asylum Hill Community. 

A particular hallmark of the Asylum Hill Family 
Center is the dedication to leadership develop-
ment and encouraging parents and residents to 
become civically engaged in activities through-
out the city. The Director of the Asylum Hill 
Family Center describes her view of cultivating 
leadership and building social capital as having 
3 parts: “We are committed to investments in 
parents to strengthen families, build resilience, 
and to contribute to community change efforts. 
We also aim to build civic capacity, strengthen 
neighbor-to-neighbor connections and offer 
community-building strategies that mobilize cit-
izens to serve and be the catalyst for the change 
they wish to see in the neighborhood in which 
they work, live, and raise their children. We 
believe these things are sure to lessen disparities 
and produce outcomes at the individual, family, 
and community level for the benefit of all.” 

This in-depth exploration will focus specifically 
on the role of Asylum Hill Family Center in 

Parent leaders and staff learn new skills together while learning form each other.
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developing, spreading and sustaining leadership 
and civic engagement among parents in the 
Aslyum Hill neighborhood. It will further explore 
how parents transition from service recipients 
to community leaders and change agents and 
the role of the Family Center in supporting this 
process. 

“Our learning that evolved within the 
Brighter Futures Initiative is that you 
must understand that building capacity 
takes time, effort, and dedication. The 
first step is to create an organizational 
culture that supports and recognizes 
parents as partners, leaders, and co-de-
signers in program development.” 

The Aslyum Hill Family Center Director describes 
the parent leaders as “civically involved individ-
uals that we call Parent Ambassadors.” These 
Parent Ambassadors are concerned parents and 
professionals who want to become catalysts 
for change in their community and to improve 
overall conditions for their children, families  
and their neighbors with the overarching goal  
of their children’s success in school and beyond.

The Parent Ambassador role was to carry out the 
mission and to spread the vision of the Brighter 
Futures Initiative. Parent Ambassadors are 
recruited because in their early interactions with 
the Family Center staff and other parents, they 
display characteristics indicative of leadership 
qualities, show good judgment, and have time 
to commit to training, learning, and volun-
teering in their interactions with Center staff. 
Staff then interview these parents to see what 
other complimentary skills and knowledge they 

possess and if they have a personal desire to be 
involved and to work collectively with others. 

The staff, Parent Ambassadors and volunteers of 
the Family Centers routinely participate in jointly 
held workshops, seminars, and other training 
opportunities to enhance their leadership skills 
and, in turn, impart related knowledge and skills 
to other parents within their neighborhood.
The training and coaching is long and exten-
sive covering the basic elements of leadership, 
self-discovery, the Family Center and larger 
organizational mission; guiding principles; ser-
vices; program goals; civic engagement and their 
community. It is the community of learning, 
support, recognition, social connections, and 
having meaningful roles and functions within 
the Center and community that contribute to 
retention of these volunteers. 

Parents join with community partners to provide activities that will help children be ready for school and support a healthy lifestyle.
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Parent Ambassadors typically have different 
interests as to their leadership activities and 
level of involvement. Some of the areas of 
responsibility they assume are largely due to 
what is currently happening in their lives and 
those of their family. ‘Family First’ remains the 
motto at the Family Centers. While some may 

maintain involvement in one particular interest 
area, others continue to develop new ideas and 
lead programs that add to the array of services 
at the Family Center.

Some Parent Ambassadors occupy different 
roles within the Family Center and the wider 

community at the same time. These opportu-
nities can also be used as a career pathway and  
for parents to become more formally engaged in 
civic leadership. For some Parent Ambassadors, 
these roles and responsibilities compliment 
and augment career pathways, in addition to 
fostering personal satisfaction and hope. 

Community Café Training- Breaking down barriers and deepening social connections.
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C Ase study exPlorAtioN

Within the Case Study, questions were asked across 
5 domains that the Population Change Learning 
Community determined would shed light on the 
roles and functions of the support organization 
(The Asylum Hill Family Center) considered critical 
to be effective in driving a community change 
process: 

•	  Increase	the	ability	of	network	 
 partners to improve outcomes and  
 practice a shared vision;

•	  Measure and share data to guide  
 the effort;

•	  innovate and improve through active  
 participation in the organized change  
   effort;

•	 	 Support	the	human	element	of	 
 change; and 

•	    use networks to sustain, scale and  
 spread. 

iNCreAse tHe ABility of 
netWork	PartnerS	to	ImProve	
outCoMes ANd PrACtiCe A 
sHAred VisioN

The Asylum Hill Family Center’s approach to 
practicing a shared vision and improving outcomes 
for young children requires all partners, staff and 
volunteers to adopt common practices and be 
trained on how best to support the transition from 
service recipient to parent leader.  All Family Center 
staff is trained in the fundamental philosophies of 
family support and engagement. The Family Center 
Director emphasizes that moving these philos-
ophies to become practice is critical so that  “all 

staff, program administrators, interns, volunteers 
and partners are trained and coached to support 
a welcoming environment, greet families warmly, 
be helpful, and ensure families are left with their 
dignity intact when they leave the Center.” 

One resident, also a Parent Ambassador at the 
Family Center, expressed it this way “the vision is 
to promote the well-being of all families in the 
community through intentional programming that 
can improve the lives of citizens of the commu-
nity.” Another added, “I think the shared vision is 
to improve the quality of life for families and to 
empower families.” This desire to have the involve-
ment of various types of community organizations, 
of parents and concerned leaders, demonstrates 
their interconnectedness and cooperation within 
the neighborhood. Simply put by one parent 
leader, “The vision of the Brighter Futures Family 
Centers is to improve the quality of life for families 
and empower them.”

MeAsure ANd sHAre dAtA to 
guide tHe effort

The six Family Centers worked together to devel-
op, test and adapt new survey tools, build their 
data collection process and introduce new data 
and visuals that enable them to improve their 
organizational practice and motivate others to 
contribute to child outcomes. The Family Centers 
have constructed a data and measurement 
system that aims to concurrently capture infor-
mation about staff actions, family and neigh-
borhood conditions, their organizational culture 
and learning environment, and gather and share 
population level outcome on children. 

For example, the recent administration of the 
Early Development Instrument (EDI) in Hartford, 
a population measure of child well-being and 
school readiness, showed that only one-third of 
Hartford’s Kindergarteners are on-track in terms 
of their overall development in regards to their 
readiness for kindergarten. Data from the Early 
Development Instrument revealed that many 
of the children in the Asylum Hill neighborhood 
showed considerable strength in the area of 
Physical Readiness for School at 95% ready and 
in the area of Emotional Maturity at 63% ready. 
However, overall Social Competency at 26% kin-
dergarten ready and Communication and General 
Knowledge at 20% kindergarten ready were two 
of the indicators that raised concerns. In response 
to this situation, wide-scale training of parents 
and leaders of grass-roots organizations was 
introduced to assist residents in understanding 
and making sense of the data. 

Parents and other community partners were 
taught how to utilize community cafes to share 
information throughout the neighborhood and 
galvanize the community. The community cafes 
were held because everyone, including leaders and 
parents, believed that “people most affected by 
issues should be co-creators of the solution.”  
One neighborhood association leader noted, 

“when communities are given a voice in 
their own affairs, the resulting sharing of 
power and a feeling of self-determination 
restores self-confidence and creates an im-
petus towards sustainable change efforts.”
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The six Family Centers have also been collecting 
three other sets of data over last year.  
These include:

•	 experiences	of	Care	Survey	(monthly	 
	 data	collected	on	the	family	experience	 
	 of	culture	and	practice	at	Family	Centers)

•	 Family	Survey	(a	quarterly	Parent/	 
	 resident	Survey	of	neighborhood	 
	 and	Family	Conditions)

•	 Practice	Change	Survey	(an	annual		 
 survey on the organizational culture  and  
 practice assessment by family Center  
	 staff,	leadership	and	volunteers).

The Centers spend time reviewing the results, 
and look for connections between the parent 
and resident experience and other data sets, 
program outcomes or available community indi-
cator data. For example, in the Family Wellness 
Survey there is a set of questions that focus on 
neighborhood perceptions. Responses from 
families indicate that they feel connected and 
comfortable in their neighborhood. Interviewees 
commented that they feel a part of the neigh-
borhood they live in because their involvement 
with the Family Center introduced them to the 
neighborhood association. Their involvement in 
the Family Center and neighborhood association 
helps to keep them informed and fosters better 
neighbor-to-neighbor interactions.

In the data collected in March 2016, 71% of 
respondents from the Asylum Hill Neighborhood 
strongly agreed with the statement “I work 
with others to make my neighborhood a better 
place”. In the five other Family Center neigh-
borhoods, respondents that strongly agreed 
with this same statement ranged from 23% at 
the lowest and 54% at the highest. Also in the 
Asylum Hill Neighborhood, 71% of respondents 
strongly agreed with the statement “I feel a part 
of the neighborhood I live in”, while the range of 
respondents answering that they strongly agree 
in the other Family Centers neighborhoods is 
from 18% to 59%. 

100%

95%

90%

85%

80%

75%

70%

65%

60%

55%

Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug

Provide you with the information to help that you needed or connected you with someone that could help you

Ask if you have concerns about your child’s learning, development, or behavior?

Tell you how the Family Center could help you, in addition to what you came for?

Suggest other programs in the community that can help you?

Tell you to let us know if you could not get help from these other community program(s)?

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May  
50%

During todays’ visit, did the people you spoke with:

Brighter Futures Initiative Family Center Experience of Care Survey Results 
(December 2015-June 2017)
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Asylum Hill Family Center understands these 
positive perceptions as stemming from the 
consistent efforts to build leaders and support 
civic engagement within the neighborhood. 
These positive perceptions promote a sense of 
belonging, foster connections between neigh-
bors, and support a sense of hope that working 
together residents can create positive changes in 
their neighborhood. 

A parent leader explained, “I am getting the 
information myself and I can contribute to 
changes to make things better for my family.” 
According to another leader, “I like that the 
Police Community Service Officer is at every 
meeting and that I know him personally. Hear-
ing from him firsthand what is happening in my 
community and what the crime rate is makes me 
feel comfortable about the safety of my family 
and my children in particular.” 

iNNoVAte ANd iMProVe 
tHrougH ACtiVe PArtiCiPAtioN 
iN tHe CHANge effort

The staff, Parent Ambassadors, and volunteers, 
who contribute to the program development 
and implementation at the Family Center, have a 
very clear way of explaining how they approach 
change. They listen keenly to the concerns shared 
and requests made by program participants and 
discern opportunities for responding to these 
needs.  Staff and Parent Ambassadors are trained 
to assess situations and to identify resources that 
are needed and develop strategies for launching 
new programs. 

In analyzing their data and focusing on the 
results of the Experience of Care Survey in the Fall 
of 2016, the Asylum Hill Family Center discovered 
that families were being asked by staff “Did any-
one ask if you have concerns about your child’s 
learning development or behavior?” only 50% of 
the time. The first step in their change process 
was to share the data collectively with parents 
and staff to determine what were the barriers 
to families being asked this question. Some of 

what was learned was that staff felt uncomfort-
able asking the question for two reasons. One, 
they did not think the question was asked in a 
strength-based way, which made it uncomfort-
able for them to ask. This was especially true 
for new staff working with new families. Two, 
some of the newer staff and interns did not know 
what to do if parents did have concerns because 
they were not aware of community supports and 
resources that could help. 

The Family Center then used Plan Do Study Act 
(PDSA) cycles to test out ideas as to what would 
positively effect their next round of data. As
described by a staff member, 

“We, as the support organization, had 
process meetings with the parent leaders 
to guide the work and support the actions 
that needed to be taken. We collectively 
problem solved obstacles to progress. We 
then listen to the feedback from other 
community members and incorporated 
that into next steps.” 

Parent leaders bring the community together to discuss issues families are facing with immigration. The goal was to connect them with resources that could help and ensure they under-
stood their rights and options.
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Staff and parents collectively decided to engage 
in a “Lunch and Learn” series that would help 
staff find ways to frame the question in a way 
that was comfortable for them and get im-
mediate feedback from parents if what was 
being asked was understood, respectful and 
experienced as strength based. During their 
“Lunch and Learn” series, they also discussed the 
importance of being information rich about the 
resources that exist to help parents if they do 
have concerns.

 This series also let newer staff know that both 
staff and parents are a resource to each other and 
they should access seasoned and /or more knowl-
edgeable people in the content areas where 
they felt less sure or prepared. While seemingly 
obvious, they realized that the training had to be 
strengthened and be more directed, beginning 
with the orientation process for newer staff and 
interns. After implementing their strategy, they 
continue to monitor their data in response to this 
question and use the data to guide and sustain 
their improvement efforts. 

suPPort tHe HuMAN  
eleMeNt of CHANge
The staff and parent ambassadors are trained to 
develop an awareness of gender, cultural differ- 
ences or any other issues that may lead to 
resistance or feeling disconnected. Two of the 
interviewees shared it is the responsibility of the 
agency staff and leaders who have to adjust the 
ways in which services are provided until families 
are able to work through their own challenges. As 
families visit the Family Center, the staff and parent 
ambassadors pool their ideas and create significant 
“new beginnings” for neighborhood families. 

One of the resident interviewees referred to a case 
that involved a parent who was raised in numerous 
(13) foster homes. During a neighbor-to-neighbor 

event at the Family Center, this parent shared that 
she had never had a birthday party in her life. A 
group of Parent Ambassadors arranged to bring 
the community together to provide the experience 
for the family. The Parent Ambassadors also used 
this opportunity to introduce group processes that 
help establish cooperation and collective work. 
The group established group “rules” so Parent 
Ambassadors, staff and families knew what they 
were expected to do in order or to make the event 
successful, and it was. From this, they developed 
a Birthday Club that is still being run totally by 
Parent Ambassadors once every month. 

One of the members of the Family Center made 
another comment regarding the importance of 
diversity and inclusivity which also reflects the 
need at times to re-define or re-conceptualize 
terms or group rules. “The Fatherhood program 
focuses on the improvement of conditions for 
families in the Asylum Hill area. Some programs 
have either age or gender restrictions but in 
the case of the Fatherhood Initiative, if a male 
is a stepfather or even considering becoming a 
father, he is now welcomed into the community.”

Family Center staff and Parent  Ambassadors 
made a concerted effort to include many older 
adults in responsive programming and encour-
age several to lead community cafes and to be 
trained as parent leaders. They noted that since 
many of the migrant and refugee households 
are multigenerational, the older adults play 
significant roles in shaping the values of succes-
sive generations, and some spend an inordinate 
amount of time caring for young children. 

As the holders of tradition, the Family Center 
staff and parent leaders recognized that older 
adults must be included in any community 
responses that enable children to assimilate, 
integrate and to develop into useful contributors 

to society in the future. It was reported that the 
results of such inclusion could be seen in the 
mixed audiences that show up during commu-
nity or agency sponsored events. Additional 
successes become evident during teachable 
moments in the Family Center where previously 
gained skills and knowledge by older adults, 
proved beneficial in successive staff and leader-
ship training.

 When entire families are in-

cluded in the events and ac-

tivities, the opportunities for 

scaling and spreading neW 

approaches to community 

problem solving become more 

evident.

USe	netWorkS	to	SUStaIn,	
sCAle ANd sPreAd 
As shared by a community resident, “residents 
have been encouraged to communicate freely 
with each other and to use every available 
opportunity to spread valuable information 
about services, programs, opportunities to 
improve the general community. At the same 
time, people need training and encouragement 
to express themselves and they need commu-
nity acceptance.” 

As described by another resident, “Community 
building is the only way. I would like to see 
more parents and children working through 
different issues together. If more families and 
youths could accomplish change, this could 
result in more people being able to access 
services and opportunities. The building of a 
safe community with better jobs and available 
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pre-school programs should be an important 
part of the community efforts.” 

At the same time, community residents also 
expressed the view that everyone should be ac-
knowledged for their contribution to assisting 
residents to sustain momentum through their 
tireless efforts, “when everyone in the com-
munity is encouraged to join forces to better 
themselves and the community, then whatever 
they contribute, this should be regarded as 
shared community strength.”

Asylum Hill Family Center has success        fully 
prepared their trained leaders to participate in 
activities that benefit other community initia-
tives and organizations. For example, through 
the active engagement of the Family Center 
in the State of Connecticut’s Two Generational 
Program, parents had a seat at the table in 
all phases of this work, from development to 
implementation. They served as governance 
committee members with responsibilities for 
overseeing the grant and making presentations 
about the program at a national conference. 

Parent leaders also were active in designing 
and providing a statewide parent academy 
to raise awareness of the two-generational 
approach to services for families. A staff person 
from the Family Center noted, “Parents began 
to understand that these activities result in 
personal empowerment.” She listed a number 
of accomplishments made by Parent Ambas-
sadors in the development of this program, 
which resulted in a sizeable grant to the 
Greater Hartford area. 

It was also noted that changes at the local, 
state, and national levels, as well as changes
within the staff at the Family Center, really 
affect the change process. These, too, can be 
big barriers to progress. 

The availability of sustained funding has 
played a role in enabling the Family Center to 
manage these changes and sustain its work. 
As was noted, “Having consistent funding 
for parent leadership and opportunities to 
support parents in the work is very helpful 
for building the capacities that lead to larger 
community change.” 

lessoNs leArNed 
From extended interactions with parents, the 
Family Center has come to realize that parents 
find power and voice by advocating change 
first at the Family Center (through sustained 
support and coaching), and then, in turn, 
their children’s school (again with support and 
coaching), and then again within the larger 
community. Leadership development is not 
linear or easily formularized. Every person has 
their own leadership journey and with parents, 
in particular, their journey is deeply linked to 
the development of their children. 

Parents must reach a certain level of stability in 
their own life to take on new roles and respon-
sibilities. The concept of bandwidth and the 
sheer amount of time available in each parent’s 
life is critical and must be recognized. One can 
literally provide the same exact inputs to two 
different parents and get drastically different 
results. Therefore, this work requires support-
ing and honoring different stages of leadership 
development and providing opportunities for 
parents to “try out” their skills in safe support-
ed environments. The Asylum Hill Family Center 
Director explained,

 “it takes tremendous time and effort 
from the professionals who train, pro-
vide the support, and seek out opportu-
nities for parents to truly “create a place 
at the table for parents”.

The Asylum Hill Family Center also continues 
to focus on improving its own organizational 
practice by moving from simply collecting data 
for external reporting to using a structured 
approach for ongoing reflection, testing of new 
ideas and continuous improvement. 

The new approach to data and measurement 
underscores not only the importance of timely 
feedback, but also surfaces opportunities 
through which staff are able to foster 
continued parent engagement and to identify 
potential leadership interests. Given this data, 
staff has gained a clearer understanding of 
how the encouragement given to parents 
to participate in programs and activities 
influences the building and deepening of 
engagement. The combined effort of the 
director, staff and Parent Ambassadors of the 
Asylum Hill Family Center constantly promote 
organized change. 

The Center believes that building parent 
leaders is one of the best ways to create 
sustainable positive changes for children, 
families, and communities. One parent leader 
shared this summary of the whole experience, 
“Program participants at the Family Centers 
have been known to improve their resilience 
to periodic life stresses and to in turn help 
other organizations and their communities 
build capacity so that this support could be 
continued for others.“ 
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CoNClusioN

The Asylum Hill Family Center has shown that parent leaders who are initially trained to meet the needs of parents 

and families in their communities develop the capacity to function effectively at higher levels within the civic struc-

ture of their communities. Earlier Brighter Futures reports indicate that through the small steps taken by the Asy-

lum Hill Family Center and its cadre of parent leaders, a clear pathway can be made to increase participation at the 

broader community and citywide structures. Bringing parent voice and other voices that are the most affected by the 

issues at hand, into the dialogue early to help create solutions, seeing their ideas reflected in what is implemented, 

and witnessing a positive change is what fuels them to continue. 

The belief is that this increased civic engage-
ment is a first step that will ultimately result in 
a better quality of life for parents and families. 
As summarized the Director of the Family Center, 
“skill levels have improved, the community has 
become more integrated and there is a growing 
awareness that the families who benefit and 
learn from what is currently being offered and 
the changes that are taking place today, will 

be able to sustain these efforts and to take the 
initiative to continue to spread progressive ideas 
to the next generation in the years to come.” 

As one parent leader shared, “When my 
daughter saw me taking on leadership roles in 
my community it made her believe she could do 
the same in her school and community.” Once a 
person sees that they can work with others to 

create positive change, and see that change ac-
tually occurs, it inspires hope in a better future. 
It will not be hard to measure the ripple effects 
of inspiring hope in future generations after they 
see it as their right and obligation to engage 
civically and that their voice matters.
 

Neighborhood children who participated in the Children’s Cafe share what they love in their neighborhood and what they would like to change.
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MetHodology
tHe ProCess 
This Case Study seeks to understand what type of 
support a parent or resident needs, and what role 
and functions would a neighborhood organization 
need to assume, to support a resident change and 
positive growth in their neighborhood.

Out of an initial pool of about twenty (20) 
invitees, sixteen (16) respondents participated 
in the interviews. Respondents were all carefully 
selected because of their known involvement 
in the Asylum Hill Family Center, other civic 
engagement city agencies or non-profit organiza-
tions in the communities of Hartford. The gender 
distribution was fairly equitable. 

There was no conscious attempt to have the 
respondents proportionately reflect the composi-
tion of the Greater Hartford population in relation 
to racial or ethnic classification. As a result, seven 
were Caucasian, six were African American or 
black, and three were of Hispanic origin. Follow-
ing the first round of the interviewing process 
that ended in May the case study team realized 
that more in-depth information was needed. 

The second group of interviewees was com-
prised of nine additional people which resulted 
in one more white male, the Director of Early 
Childhood Investment at the Hartford Founda-
tion for Public Giving, one African-American 
woman, the chair of the Asylum Hill Neighbor-
hood Association and resident, two Afri-
can-American male parent leaders, two Latino 
women and three East Indian women. Each of 
the last seven people interviewed were parent 
leaders. Respondents were placed in each of 
three groups or categories, namely:

1.	 Support	organization	–	Staff	of	Catholic		
 Charities working at the Asylum Hill  
 family Center 

2. Parent leaders who are residents in the  
 Asylum Hill Neighborhood and actively  
 involved in the Asylum Hill family  
 Center; and 

3. Community Partners – Partner  
 organizations that play an active role  
	 in	supporting	quality	of	life	on	the	 
 Asylum Hill neighborhood and work  
 in partneship with the Asylum Hill  
 family Center. 

tHe	IntervIeWS	
Most of the interviews were conducted over a 
six-week period between March 29th and May 
10th, 2016. At a much later date in October, 
a few other parent leaders and partners were 
interviewed. Each respondent was provided with 
a copy of the research instrument (structured 
interview schedule) prior to the interviews. Each 
interview lasted approximately two hours. 

Members of the Hartford Team and the respon-
dents agreed on the venue. Since most of the 
respondents worked or lived in the Hartford 
area, interviews were conducted at their offices, 
their homes, or in public spaces that was con-
venient for all parties. Regardless of the venue, 
there were no visual or auditory distractions 
during the interview. The aim or purpose in site 
selection for each interview was to ensure that 
each respondent was familiar with the environ-
ment and felt comfortable in sharing his or her 
perspectives on the networks and related issues.  

The questions were not necessarily asked in the 
order in which they appeared in the instru-
ment. We also provided modified questions to 
particular participants to gain the information 
that was most relevant to their relationship 
with the project. All respondents were given 
an opportunity to elaborate on specific points 
or to seek clarification from the interviewer, if 
they so desired. 

Consent forms were prepared in advance and 
were signed at the beginning of each interview. 
Appreciation was expressed to all for their 
contribution to the case study.

The Hartford Team appreciates the quality of the 
data provided by each respondent and it also 
recognizes the limitations of the data, given 
the small size of the sample. The data collected, 
therefore, may not necessarily reflect the views 
of a broader cross-section of those who work 
tirelessly in organizations or agencies affiliated 
with the networks, or who volunteer continu-
ously on behalf of the citizens of Hartford so that 
families, youths and communities may benefit 
from place-based efforts.

tHe iNstruMeNt 
All sites used a structured interview schedule 
that was developed by the Population Change 
Learning Community. The average number 
of questions on the schedule for each of the 
groupings or categories of respondents was 23. 
The introductory questions were all similar since 
they focused on the respondents’ perceptions 
of the city of Hartford from a socio-demo-
graphic perspective. We also provided modified 
questions to particular participants to gain the 
information that was most relevant to their 
relationship with the project.
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As the data was being reviewed and analyzed 
and coded, the Hartford Team of Joyce Bosco, 
Moureen Bish and Joy Butler focused on some 
of the key words and phrases used by the 
respondents in order to identify themes. Coding 
was done by hand and two definitive concepts 
encapsulate everything that was shared by the 
respondents. The two concepts that were inter-
spersed throughout the data are: Intentionality 
and Interconnectedness.
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PoPulAtioN CHANge  
leArNiNg CoMMuNit y

Purpose 

•	 Create a learning environment that acceler-
ates learning and progress, and builds cama-
raderie and shared purpose, across various 
sites and communities working to improve 
population outcomes within their respective 
geographies.

•	 Connect Community/Initiative Teams with 
researchers, innovators and problem solvers 
(from various sectors) to further inform the 
learning process, overcome barriers and 
improve local actions. 

•	 Identify and improve the necessary capacities 
to be successful in this work - including the 
organizing strategies, operational structures 
and measurement system needed to achieve 
population level success. 

learning Areas

•	 How	did	we	create	the	conditions	that	lead	to 
positive change?

•	 Are we getting better results?

Case study design Process and Approach 

The goal of the case study is to better under-
stand the practice of how best to respond to 
the on-going development and delivery of the 
support needed for multi-sector place based 
endeavors, informed by the collective experience 
of those actually responsible for the place based 
work. Local teams entered into this process with 
a commitment to ask questions and gather the 
perspectives of participating agencies, residents 
and others, that would allow for a deeper level 

of understanding of the full range of functions 
and capacities of support entities for multi-sec-
tor place based efforts. 

While what was learned through the sharing of 
our experience in this role, and from the stories 
of those involved with us, is intended to benefit 
each local effort, we believe the case studies can 
also contribute to other’s collective efforts on 
behalf of children, youth, families and com-
munities. To that end, the Population Change 
Learning Community has adopted a two-phase 
approach for the case study process. 

In phase one, we sought to document the collec-
tive experience of those actually responsible for 
and involved in the local place-based work. Each 
case study is intended to be a feedback source 
for those sites participating in the Population 
Change Learning Community. The process 
provided the opportunity for those involved to 
reflect on and make sense of their individual 
and collective action. The findings from each 
locale allow us to articulate the on-the-ground 
experiences of the support entity, or entities, 
that provides one or more support functions. By 
relying on local stakeholders to share their ex-
periences and perspectives, and make meaning 
of those insights, the aim is to strengthen our 
shared understanding of the elements of effec-
tiveness for those supporting multi-sector place 
based endeavors. Through our use of a guided 
exploration of what has happened and what has 
been learned from those responsible for sup-
porting a place-based endeavor, the Population 
Change Learning Community has now generated 
9 site-specific case studies. 

In phase two, these 9 site-specific case studies 
serve as source documents with which to collec-
tively analyze place based work. Sites within the 
Population Change Learning Community partici-
pate in other well recognized place based efforts 
such as Promise Neighborhoods, StriveTogether, 
Working Cities Challenge, IHI SCALE initiative, 
Purpose Built Neighborhoods, United Way, 
Avenues of Change in British Columbia, Mobi-
lizing Action for Resilient Communities (MARC), 
among others. Each of these endeavors have 
been informed or influenced by at least one, if 
not many more, theories or frameworks on how 
to change at a neighborhood or community lev-
el. By applying some of these different theories 
or frameworks on how to drive community or 
systems change, this subsequent analysis of the 
collective work of the 9 sites will provide new 
perspectives for the sites within the Population 
Change Learning Community to deepen their 
learning, as well as provide information and 
insight on the support role to the larger field of 
population based community initiatives.

For more information regarding this Case Study 
or the Population Change Learning Community, 
please contact Alexis Moreno, Case Study Coordi-
nator at alexisgeemoreno@gmail.com or Patricia 
Bowie, Population Change Learning Community 
Project Lead at patriciabowie@me.com.
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domaInS	exPlored	WItHIn	  
tHe C Ase study

iNCreAse tHe ABility of Net-
Work	PartnerS	to	ImProve	
outCoMes ANd PrACtiCe A 
sHAred VisioN

Information	was	gathered	about:

•	 Impetus for working together

•	 Initial goals 

•	 Membership criteria and member roles/ 
 responsibilities

•	 Network coordination

•	 Development of a shared vision and guiding  
 principles

•	 Necessary knowledge and skill sets

•	 Decision making processes

MeAsure ANd sHAre dAtA to 
guide tHe effort
Information	was	gathered	about: 
•	 Local insights generated through data

•	 Motivations for using data

•	 Data sharing processes

•	 Use of data

•	 Additional data needed

•	 Resident involvement in data-related efforts

iNNoVAte ANd iMProVe 
tHrougH ACtiVe PArtiCiPAtioN 
iN tHe CHANge effort
Information	was	gathered	about:

Information was sought about how and what 
changes, improvements and innovations hap-
pened throughout the effort: 

•	 Major phases and developments

•	 Most significant changes

•	 Detecting a need for change

•	 Taking initiative to make a change

•	 Moving through a change process

•	 Roles of partners and missing partners

•	 Results of change efforts

•	 Inventions and innovations

•	 Enablers and inhibitors of change 

suPPort tHe HuMAN eleMeNt 
of CHANge
Information	was	gathered	about:

Information was asked about the different 
aspects of working collectively and the various 
resources and tools used to support the effort: 

•	 Relationships

•	 Diversity

•	 Asset vs. problem orientation

•	 Conflict Resolution

•	 Managing emotions

•	 Leadership

•	 Funding 

•	 Technology

USe	netWorkS	to	SUStaIn,	
sCAle ANd sPreAd
Information	was	gathered	about:

Information was sought about the ways the ef-
fort has been sustained and the ideas or actions 
scaled or spread throughout the network and 
the community:   

•	 Spreading the vision

•	 Scaling the efforts

•	 Spreading the efforts

•	 Sustaining or perpetuating the efforts

•	 Specific role of the support/operating entity  
 in scaling, spreading, and sustaining

•	 Functioning as a Learning Community

•	 Networking beyond the local community
 


