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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. 

The Avenues of Change in Guildford West is one 
of these place-based initiatives, with a focus 
on improving the health and developmental 
outcomes of young children. The Guildford West 
neighborhood is one of two initial demonstra-
tion sites, in operation since 2013, with funding 
from both United Way of the Lower Mainland 
and the City of Surrey, with governance and 
support provided by a network of public and 
non-profit agencies as well as local champions.  

PoPulATion ChAnge  
leARning CommuniTy

In 2014, representatives from Avenues of 
Change-Guildford West initiative were invited to 
participate in the Population Change Learning 
Community.  This community of learners in-
cludes groups from areas across the US including 
the Brownsville Partnership – Brooklyn, NY; 
Brighter Futures – Hartford, CT; Community 
Studios – Sarasota and St. Petersburg, FL; East-
side 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 Reservation, 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 Communi-
ties, the Wisdom Exchange, Boston Medical 
Center, University of Wisconsin Extension of 
Milwaukee County, the Federal Reserve Bank of 

Boston Working Cities Challenge, the Hartford 
Foundation for Public Giving, 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 which 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, integra-
tors, 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 who have 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 was 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 Avenues of 
Change efforts in Guildford West. Represen-
tatives of Avenues of Change-Guildford West 
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 under-
standing 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 Guildford West and throughout our 
community who contribute their time, effort, 
and resources to improve Guildford West and the 
lives of Guildford West residents.
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The guildfoRd WeST neighBouRhood

 Guildford West is an older neighborhood situated in the northern end of the City of Surrey. The City of Surrey is locat-

ed in the Lower Mainland area of British Columbia. British Columbia is the westernmost Province of Canada, and the 

Lower Mainland refers to the region surrounding and including the City of Vancouver. 

guildford  w eS t

148 St

108 ave

hwy 17

no 1 hwy

guildford dr

150 St

104 ave

152 St
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Guildford West is a dynamic and complex 
neighborhood. It is also important to note that 
Guildford West is situated on the unceded tra-
ditional territories of the Coast Salish Peoples It 
is bounded on the north by the Fraser River and 
a major railway line and on the west by a large 
shopping mall, while main traffic arteries de-
fine the east and south boundaries. Spanning 
approximately 4.6 square kilometres (~1.8 sq 
miles), the area has five elementary schools 
and one secondary school. The neighborhood 
is part of the larger community of Guildford, 
one of six distinct Town Centres that make up 
the City of Surrey, which is the fastest growing 
municipality in the Lower Mainland with the 
fastest growing school district. As one person 
noted, “[People] would see [Surrey] probably at 
its roots a suburb of Vancouver but very quickly, 
especially within the past decade, becoming a 
centre in and of itself.”

The community of Guildford West is diverse 
in culture and linguistics, in socio-economic 
conditions, and in history. It is home to approx-
imately 16,000 people and while it has many 
long-time residents, it has seen significant 
growth in newcomer and refugee families over 
the last decade. 

As a network partner noted, “Surrey is such 
a booming place with the number of new 
people moving in every month.” Accord-
ing to census (2011) statistics, Guildford 
West experienced 16.7% of its residents 
moving in the past year. While population 
growth signals increasing potential, there 
is a mounting concern about the pace of 
growth the City is experiencing. This fluidity 
has added complexity and challenge to 
those serving Guildford West in terms of 
planning for sustainability and measuring 
their impact. As an interviewee explained, 
“I am seeing an increasing gap between 
what needs to happen…and the available 

infrastructure, political will, funding, to 
meet those ever changing needs….”

The diversity of languages spoken in Guildford 
West is becoming increasingly apparent, with 
Arabic noted as spoken by a growing number 
of residents, as well as Mandarin, Cantonese, 
Tagalog, Punjabi, Vietnamese, Korean, Span-
ish, and Farsi. 

A network partner reflected, “I know that a lot 
of immigrant and refugee families live here, so 
many newcomer families and just in general, 
the newcomer families have large families, so 
lots of children.”

With regard to young children, 12% of Guild-
ford West residents are children ages 0-5, and 
this proportion of the population is growing 
city-wide. Recent data reflects an average of 480 
births per month in the City (Fraser Health birth 
statistics, 2016), which is ten times the average 
birth rate in 2012. According to Stats Canada 
(2006), Guildford West has the highest preva-
lence in Surrey of children living in poverty at 
34%. The Early Development Instrument (EDI) in 
2016 showed a 47% rate of childhood vulnera-
bility, up from 43% in 2014. 

The status of indigenous children is particularly 
concerning, with 54% of Aboriginal children 0-6 
living in poverty across the city. The indigenous 
population is exceptionally young in Surrey 
compared to the wider Metro Vancouver, with a 
median age of 25.6 years (2016). The only urban 
Aboriginal organization in Surrey that serves 
young indigenous children and families is based 
in the heart of Guildford West, and is a strong 
asset for the community. 

Surrey iS known aS a diverSe, 

dynamic growing city. there’S 

alSo a flip Side to that and i 

think Surrey iS Struggling to 

Stay ahead of that growth.
  

Baby Event

Young Participant at Baby Event
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THE	AVENUES	OF	CHANGE-GUILDFORD	WEST	STORY

The oPPoRTuniTy 
In 2013, the Children’s Partnership of Sur-
rey-White Rock (Children’s Partnership) was 
awarded a grant of $400,000 per year by the 
United Way Lower Mainland to steward a five-
year Avenues of Change Initiative in Guildford 
West. The primary goal is to reduce early child-
hood vulnerability. The Initiative was to bring to-
gether an interdisciplinary group of stakeholders 
and by calling upon these partners to show up 
courageously and navigate the complexity and 
potential of the chosen neighborhood create a 
systems-level change benefiting young children 
and families.

The Children’s Partnership is a multi-sector 
planning table committed to research, planning, 
capacity building, coordination, and resource 
development. Children’s Partnership is funded 
directly and in-kind through member contri-
butions and is represented by six agencies, 
including the Ministry of Children and Family 
Development, United Way of the Lower Main-
land, Fraser Health Authority, School District 36, 
Surrey Public Libraries, and the City of Surrey. 
The opportunity for Avenues of Change-Guild-
ford West began when United Way Lower 
Mainland invited the Surrey community to work 
differently together to improve outcomes for 
young children and families. 

there waS recognition that 

no Single organization waS 

equipped to be able to addreSS 

the full Scope of community 

needS and that by working 

more effectively, building a 

Shared viSion, and learning 

together, we could Start to 

move in the direction of im-

pacting population change in 

the guildford weSt community. 

The United Way Lower Mainland pulled 
together a regional leadership group (the 
Social Planning and Research Council – British 
Columbia, the Human Early Learning Part-
nership, and United Way Lower Mainland) to 
research potential communities for the Initia-
tive. It was relationship and capacity building 
in Surrey prior to 2013 that helped to lay some 
of the groundwork that influenced the United 
Way Lower Mainland’s consideration of, and 
decision to approach, the Children’s Partner-
ship. Avenues of Change builds on United Way 
Lower Mainland’s long history of investment 
in early childhood development in Surrey. It 
also dovetails with the City of Surrey Early 
Years Smarter Cities Initiative, another local 
effort with a similar commitment to improving 
health and development outcomes for Surrey’s 
youngest citizens, through a commitment to 
reflection and decision-making informed by 
data and analytics. 

Guildford West was identified as a potential 
community pilot site as a result of an analysis 
of childhood vulnerability rates and social-eco-
nomic statistics as well as interviews with com-
munity leaders and other experts. The Guildford 
West community was ultimately selected for 
Avenues of Change because of: (a) the consistent 
presence of leadership from public, private, and 
non-profit organizations; (b) an established 
commitment to improving conditions for young 
children and their families; (c) a demonstrated 
history of collaboration and partnership; and (d) 
an unacceptable level of developmental vulnera-
bility amongst young children. 

Another early priority was establishing a local 
entity to be the primary local steward of the ef-
forts prior to launching action strategies to bring 
about changes. The Executive Management 
Committee was established. This committee 
was made up of representatives from the City of 
Surrey, Ministry for Children and Family Devel-
opment, Surrey Libraries, Surrey School District, 
Fraser Health Authority, Options Community Ser-
vices and United Way Lower Mainland. The City 
of Surrey and Ministry for Children and Family 
Development acted as co-chairs for the initial 
phase of the Initiative. 

The establishment of the Executive Management 
Committee, and oversight of this committee, 
illustrates the way the local community worked 
to develop a support entity for the Avenues of 
Change as well. The Executive Management 
Committee was represented by Children’s Part-
nership members and through their co-chairing 
responsibilities, the City of Surrey and the 
Ministry of Children and Family Development 
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had active roles in the coordination and commu-
nication of the Initiative. There was a broader 
Avenues of Change committee that acted as 
an early advisory and eventually grew into the 
Joint Leadership Team. These partners included 
representation of community agencies and pub-
lic partners that were involved in site location, 
initial business plan development, hiring of the 
project director, consultation and participa-
tion during the engagement phase as well as 
selection of hosts for action strategy contracts. 
As such, there was an intentional effort early on 
to involve the full range of early years organiza-
tions and institutions in the development of the 
Initiative.

PhASe one: develoPing A 
BuSineSS PlAn
In order for the Children’s Partnership to receive 
full funding for Avenues of Change – Guildford 
West, the United Way Lower Mainland required 
the completion of a Business Plan. The process 
United Way Lower Mainland laid out for Avenues 
of Change was to develop an initial pre-business 
plan that outlined the work that was needed. 
This was to be followed by a Phase Two Business 
Plan detailing how the community would be 
engaged to co-create an action plan. 

The Executive Management Committee worked 
with local service providers in the development 
of the pre-business plan. This provided an 
important overview of Guildford West and 
surfaced some of the challenges that required 
consideration as we embarked on the next 
phases of the Initiative.

The Executive Management Committee then 
used the pre-business plan to post a call for 
proposals for development of the Business 
Plan. After reviewing all submissions, the 
Executive Management Committee selected 
a consulting team from the local university 

to design and conduct a broad community 
engagement and consultation process, with 
the hope that this would result in a proposed 
set of integrated action strategies supported 
by the underpinnings of a strong social and 
organizational network. 

The engagement team was selected based on 
their strong community engagement expertise, 
strong ties to community, and capacity for 
sustained collaboration.

The engagement phase ran from April through 
August of 2014. It included hosting a range of 
events, as well as using other outreach strate-
gies, to connect with residents, service provid-
ers, and community stakeholders.

The Phase One engagement team submitted a 
draft report to the Executive Management Com-
mittee in September 2014, which was meant to 
serve as the Business Plan for Phase Two imple-
mentation of the Initiative. At that time, there 
were questions raised at the Executive Man-
agement Committee that the reports’ recom-
mendations had not been sufficiently grounded 
in an early childhood orientation. One support 
organization representative explained that the 
proposal “included 13 suggested strategies – but 
it was unclear with how they fit with evidence or 
the community-identified issues.” 

Prior to submitting the draft report to the United 
Way Lower Mainland as the Phase Two Business 
Plan, the Executive Management Committee 
held meetings with the engagement team to 
discuss feedback, concerns and requests for 
changes. The chairs of the Executive Manage-
ment Committee and the engagement team 
were then invited to attend a meeting with 
United Way Lower Mainland and the regional 
leadership group to offer feedback and share 
concerns moving forward. 

United Way Lower Mainland followed up with 
written feedback to the Executive Management 
Committee regarding the drafted Business Plan. 
Although there was significant praise for the 
level of resident engagement and quality of 
the report, there were areas of the report that 
required changes to meet budget expectations 
and United Way’s funding approval criteria. As a 
result, a decision was made by United Way Lower 
Mainland to delay Phase Two (the Implemen-
tation Phase), and the Executive Management 
Committee was asked to revise and resubmit 
the Business Plan in order to receive funding 
approval. The Executive Management Committee 
convened frequent and extensive meetings over 
the next two months to address the identified 
areas of concern. The revised plan was submit-
ted in December 2014, and final approval was 
confirmed in January 2015. 

Community Wishing Tree at Holly Park 
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PhASe TWo: imPlemenTing 
STRATegieS
When the final Phase Two Business Plan was 
shared publicly in January 2015, the following 
four action strategies were announced:

1.	 Support	On	the	Go:	An	early	years	
mental	wellness	strategy	that	
embedded	a	project	staff	member	in	
local	early	years	programs	to	build	
the	capacity	of	service	providers,	
facilitate	referrals,	share	resources,	
reduce	stigma	about	mental	health,	
and	support	parents.

2. early years health Promotion Peer 
Ambassadors:	Volunteers	trained	to	
share	messages	about	nutrition,	phys-
ical	activity,	and	screen	time	with	
hard-to-reach	families

3.	 Early	Literacy	Peer	Ambassadors:	

Volunteers	trained	to	promote	early	
literacy messages and share mile-
stones	Storytime	Kits	with	hard-to-
reach	families

4.	 Early	Childhood	and	Family	Check-In:	
A	strategy	that	went	through	multiple	
iterations	and	ultimately	focused	
on	outreach	through	the	delivery	
of	short-term	programs	and	events,	
with	the	goal	of	developing	cohorts	of	
families	with	similarly-aged	children.

 
Once the Business Plan was publicized, the 
tensions between the public and communi-
ty partners became increasingly apparent. 
Non-profit agencies expressed concerns about 
the rationale, viability, and potential impact of 
the chosen action strategies, which was likely 
compounded by their lack of involvement in the 
decision-making and budgeting process.
 In response, the Executive Management Com-
mittee met with agency partners individually 
in efforts to rebuild trust, clarify the process 
taken and intent, and ultimately work to repair 
relationships. Executive Management Committee 
members met with Executive Directors in a very 
intentional way, working in pairs to invite dia-
logue, listen, clarify understandings, and explore 

ways to move forward together. This led to a 
series of vision building sessions that surfaced 
the different experiences from partners. 

Ultimately, the newly formed Avenues of Change 
Advisory Group coordinated a recruitment 
process to hire a Project Director, who started in 
August 2015. A Project Assistant was later hired, 
as well as staff to coordinate each of the action 
strategies. These staff members were hosted by 
two nonprofit agencies serving as the Initiative’s 
fiscal hosts.
 
A retreat was hosted in October 2015, which 
was co-facilitated by the Director of the 
Magnolia Community Initiative, an established 
place-based Initiative in Los Angeles. Network 
partners recalled, “We all participated in a day 
session of looking at the vision and the strate-
gies and then asked, ‘what would an ongoing 
leadership group look like and who should be 
on it?’ We established some criteria for partici-
pation in a leadership team, began developing 
systems for coordination and communication, 
developed a vision statement, and set new 
timelines for implementation.” 

Although there were continued developments, 
there were significant challenges too. When re-

Guildford West Resident

Early Childhood Check-in Graphic Recording
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flecting on this phase of the efforts, the Project 
Director noted, “Contracts were not yet in place, 
everything was delayed and complicated, and 
we were still trying to smooth out relationships.” 

Recognizing that the data development and 
data agenda component of the Initiative was 
an unmet deliverable during Phase One, the 
Executive Management Committee decided to 
address this gap and include more extensive 
analysis of the findings of the Early Develop-
ment Instrument, which was already being 
implemented locally. This decision initially led 
to further criticism about the length of time the 
Initiative was taking to get off the ground. The 
Executive Management Committee’s decision to 
return to the task of conducting the data efforts 
required additional time and effort on the part 
of partners who were already feeling depleted 
and disheartened because they felt their inten-
tions in reworking the Business Plan were not 
being taken into account. 

A Measurement Working Group was formed, 
which included the Project Director, represen-
tatives from public agencies and non-profit 
partners, and an external Measurement Consul-
tant. This working group met only a few times 
and led to the Initiative director, consultant, 
and one partner from the city working on this 

component in an isolated way that one network 
partner described as “off the side of their desk.” 
This team generated a number of deliverables 
including a community asset map, established 
data measures and indicators, a parent question-
naire, translations of data collection tools, and 
trainings. 

At this point, the Avenues of Change had come 
to recognize some of the limitations in measur-
ing impact in the Guildford West neighborhood. 
There was a growing realization that children 
may not reside in the neighborhood long 
enough to have the impacts of the Initiative 
revealed in the Early Development Instru-
ment, which was the primary measure of early 
childhood development and vulnerability at the 
neighborhood scale. 

This led to an exploration of additional measures 
and indicators to evaluate and assess project 
progress which pushed network members to 
consider aspects of neighborhood well-being 
that were likely to influence early childhood 
well-being, and how these could be incorporat-
ed to improve sense of place and belonging for 
residents. Ultimately, these measures emerged 
through an iterative development in our theory 
of change and reflected our shared vision and 
hopes for Guildford West. One support organiza-

tion member reflected that families in Guildford 
West “may stay longer when they feel that sense 
of deep connection to their community and they 
felt supported.”

RegRouPing foR yeAR five
Beginning in August 2016, Avenues of Change 
– Guildford West conducted an eight-month 
strategic planning process. This was initially 
intended to apply learning as a group through a 
series of three reflective sessions conducted by 
an external consultant, but ultimately resulted 
in a series of approximately a dozen gatherings.
Unfortunately, two non-profit organizations 
chose to discontinue their participation in the 
Joint Leadership Team during this difficult 
process, expressing legitimate concerns about 
the way that planning and decision making was 
unfolding. 

It was also during this phase that the majority 
of case study interviews were conducted, which 
further clarified the state of the local efforts, 
with regard to what support organization func-
tions were being developed, and by whom.
 

Community Living Room at Holly Park Sharing Hopes for Community Wellness in Guildford West



2 0 1 7  C A S E  S T U D Y   |   av e n u e s  o f  c h a n g e  g u i l d f o r d  w e s t  s u r r e y  b r i t i s h  c o l u m b i a 11

CASe STudy eXPloRATion

inCReASe The ABiliTy of 
neTWoRk PARTneRS To imPRove 
ouTComeS And PRACTiCe A 
ShARed viSion

The investment of United Way Lower Mainland 
through a five-year commitment to funding 
demonstrated a unique opportunity for agencies 
in Surrey to work differently together. This shift 
to longer-term grant-making cycles was an 
exciting response to what research had been 
telling us about large-scale change efforts, and 
it created new optimism toward a common 
vision that we could start to organize around.
Interviewees identified both United Way Lower 
Mainland and the Children’s Partnership as 
responsible for establishing the initial project 
roles and responsibilities in the early days of the 
Initiative. An interviewee explained that “it’s 
often through (United Way Lower Mainland) 
pre-articulation of what they want to get done 
and how, and we’re often invited to respond 
to those intentions…in the research work, strat-
egy development work and then it steps back 
once the implementation of activity starts to 
happen, then it’s turned over to those who have 
expertise in the area.”

One network partner explained: “I think there 
were values and conditions established by Unit-
ed Way and whoever they were consulting with, 
it was sort of a combination [of ] them sharing 
what their experience was and us sharing what 
we hoped for the community…”

According to a network partner, network 
membership was shaped in the early days of 
the project “through the lens of the Children’s 
Partnership…just by nature of participation 

in the Children’s Partnership, [public partners] 
were instantly part of the network once they…
formally agreed to be part of this.” Another 
out-of-network partner perceived “having the 
Children’s Partnership step up to be the sort of 
the initial leader was a milestone.”

Another partner notes “it made sense for [the 
Ministry of Children and Family Development to 
step in to some sort of a hosting capacity. It was 
partly a function of both the Ministry and the 
City [of Surrey] having experience in providing 
administrative support, hosting type roles for 
collaborative initiatives, and not charging an 
administration fee…but then also having very 
dedicated, devoted staff who will step into 
leadership roles because they believe so strongly 
in collaboration and community development.” 

Support organization representatives detailed 
being part of the consultation process de-
signed to generate a shared vision, which one 
person described as “pretty rigorous. All of the 
stakeholders came together to look at what are 
the challenges and also the opportunities for 
a project like this to be implemented in those 
neighbourhoods.” 

The shared vision was reflected in the comments 
of different individuals: 

 “The goal is to have better outcomes for our chil-
dren, and if we start early then we can influence 
some really good healthy choices – in making 
healthy choices for their whole life span..” 
“It really was around the poverty and the work-
ing family poverty levels that were concerning in 
that community” (Network Partner).

Others described how the goals and values 
of the proposed efforts resonated with their 
organizations: 

 “This idea of empowering people or supporting 
people to find ways to support their families, 
themselves, their community is something that 
we do, that certainly fits our values.” Another 
noted, “it made sense for us to be involved be-
cause we want to have a long term investment 
in children and families and we know that there 
is evidence showing that investment in early 
years pays off.” One network partner described 
“improving outcomes for children at a popula-
tion level in a particular neighbourhood…from 
a values perspective, we saw the importance of 
that” and noted that “it would be the needs of 
the children and the families that we needed to 
keep in our sights.”

the aSSociated reporting and 

fiScal StructureS and pro-

ceSSeS did not enable the full 

and conSiStent authorization 

of the project director in her 

role, limiting her capacity to 

take action or fully repreSent 

the initiative when competing 

demandS Surfaced. 

Yet, as Avenues of Change – Guildford West 
continued, new insights were generated regard-
ing the challenges of developing a functional 
infrastructure for the Initiative. Due to a lack 
of full clarity in the reporting structures, some 
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staff and partners experienced the mechanisms 
for accountability as risky, especially because 
the responsibility for fiscal hosting rested with 
an agency that also held funding for Initiative 
action strategies. Senior management transi-
tions within the fiscal hosting agency contrib-
uted to a sense of uncertainty. These transitions 
surfaced differences in understanding of roles 
and supervisory relationships, which required 
further processing among all involved to resolve 
emerging conflicts. 

The decision to divide the fiscal host responsi-
bilities between two local nonprofits may have 
facilitated broader community ownership of the 
Initiative. However, this assignment of functions 
was not without challenges. 

meASuRe And ShARe dATA To 
guide The effoRT

The analyses of interviews raised questions of 
how to leverage the existing expertise from or-
ganizations and individuals already familiar with 
data collection to positively impact a shared 
approach. One member of the support organi-
zation noted that the Avenues of Change data 
efforts were, “in many instances intangible and 
abstract in nature and therefore more challeng-
ing to build the support and interest needed to 
champion this area.” 

One network partner stated “All the agencies 
working in the community are expected to help 
collect data. I think we’re in very early stages, in 
that even though there’s been a lot of discussion 
to get to this point where there is a tool to use 
but whether it is the only tool that we use I’m 
not sure. I’m hoping that we can have something 
simpler to use with some, a starting point with 
some people in the community.” 

One network partner explained that there was 
limited coordination of data efforts stating, 
“Whoever is involved in certain pieces of work 
are collecting the necessary data and reporting 
it up to the project coordinator. I think there’s a 
lot that’s going on, so I might know some of my 
data but I don’t really know the numbers and 
information that’s happening in other parts of 
the project.”

while data collection SeemS 

commonplace to moSt of the 

individualS interviewed for 

the caSe Study, Shared data 

collection through avenueS 

of change waS Seen aS Still 

emerging and new/unclear. 

There were also challenges in terms of how 
residents viewed the types of data and how that 
data was being collected. For one resident, the 
Initiative conversations were viewed to be from 
a problems-based perspective when focused on 
data related to vulnerability while not simulta-
neously measuring other aspects of child and 
community well-being. “I think we’re mainly 
focusing on the weaknesses because I feel they, 
the kids are coming weak into school and so 
that’s sort of the major red light and that’s the 
whole community. So you miss out that there is 
strength in the community.”

With increasing awareness of the importance 
of data in measuring and achieving improved 
outcomes for children and families overall, the 
slow rate of progress was acknowledged as 
increasingly frustrating. One member of the 
support organization was direct in stating, “We 
have one year left of guaranteed funding and we 
can’t say how many Guildford West families have 

benefitted from the Initiative. Not a lot of impact 
to measure, quite frankly.” 

Perceived expectations of traditional measure-
ment may have also added to misunderstand-
ings. One respondent from a support organiza-
tion reflected on the importance of selecting the 
most meaningful indicators to measure, stating, 
“The goal of measuring the outcomes is to make 
sure that what we’re doing is working - but even 
there, you know you can be making a profound 
difference in 3 people’s lives, and it might look 
like your Initiative isn’t working because you 
have 5 people show up. In another one you can 
have 50 people that show up and they have fun 
and they go home and you’ve made no differ-
ence, so numbers don’t always tell the story.”

innovATe And imPRove 
ThRough ACTive PARTiCiPATion 
in ChAnge effoRT

Stakeholders talked about the ways Avenues of 
Change has impacted how they work together. 
When asked what had made the work meaning-
ful, network partners cited the “network piece” 
and “community engagement.” Various develop-
ments in the local efforts were acknowledged 
as particularly significant in contributing to the 
overall success of the Initiative.

One network partner discussed the importance 
of holding their first community event, an 
official launch of the project in October 2015: 
“[It] was a big milestone. It was well attended, 
it was well organized, it was well communicated 
back to social media and the media attending 
and then the United Way was very pleased with 
the event and the attention it got from the local 
community.” 

A network partner acknowledged the signif-
icance of broader involvement in the active 
change efforts, saying:
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“I think once the agencies became 
involved it got more real or tangible, but 
it also felt more like a community and it 
feels like everyone has a place in it.”

By the fourth year of Avenues of Change, various 
examples of active participation by residents as 
well as community organizations were identified 
as significant to the overall change efforts: One 
network partner described, “a family night where 
we had a speaker…we provided dinner and child 
minding and we had families attend…but the 
families arrived early…they were interested, they 
were keen” and went on to explain that ” even the 
school principal who said you know, I’m surprised 
these families came out, I’m thrilled they came out 
but these are some of the tough to reach families.”
Another network partner was “excited by the 
community work” and “the kind of dialogues 
that were happening.” The respondent went 
on to state, “Too often families are in isolation 
and so this [community work] is a way to build 
understanding in the broader community. Those 
are the pieces that I’m excited to see and to see 
the people in that community lift the strengths 

that they already have in the community, so that 
people feel there’s a place to come forward and 
share some of their skills and abilities with the 
wider community.”

A network member remarked upon the impacts 
on newcomers with refugee experience. “I think 
there’s been an increase in that kind of inten-
tional participation, it’s not passive. It seems as 
though people are seeking those opportunities” 
and goes on to explain that “there’s been some 
major stuff happening in that community but 
this is continuing. It’s not been sidetracked in 
some way so people are still coming out. 
 
Regarding changes in collaborative orientation, 
one network partner noted that “doing things a 
bit differently” was a significant development 
and reason for their continued presence. “[We] 
do a lot of collaborative planning in Surrey. It’s 
something that we’ve had to do in response to 
funding challenges but this feels more inten-
tional to me that the network could become 
a backbone for the community, in terms of 
support. We’re all communicating in terms of 

what’s needed, how we’re going to support 
those needs. It’s less competitive in some ways. 
The funding or opportunities that might become 
available for that community will become more 
intentional too.” 

A network partner agreed: 

“ It’s not about one agency or one person 
or one activity. Its such a broad base 
group and sort of intensive look at what 
we’re trying to achieve.” 

Another said, “We’re having meaningful conver-
sations about how we do work in the commu-
nity, so it’s been a model for being open and 
transparent about different investment levels 
and to try and negotiate organizational supplies 
within it all.”

Engagement Event in Guildford West
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At the same time, there is still room for growth. 
One network partner commented, “Doing this 
work in a way that engages the residents in the 
delivery, in the idea, in the work, [and] that it’s 
not the providers providing the information - I 
don’t know if we’re quite far enough into the 
project to say that we’ve quite hit that mark.”

However, at the time of the case study inter-
views, most respondents were not yet able to 
identify what they were doing differently – in 
their own systems – because of their engage-
ment with the Network. Many partners felt that 
there wasn’t a single rigorous theory of change 
developed early enough and that this may have 
led to what some partners experienced as an 
evolving strategy, changes in expectations and 
confusion regarding roles, partners and require-
ments for funding.

Avenues of Change offered a testing ground 
for new ways of working, communicating and 
making decisions together. There was significant 
new learning expressed by partners and consen-
sus in that there is still work ahead of us. These 
opportunities will be important moving forward 
to ensure we continue to build our capacity for 
collaborative work. 

SuPPoRT The humAn elemenT 
of ChAnge
While the interviews generated insights about 
all domains related to the development of 
support functions for place-based initiatives, 
the case study highlighted particular challenges 
associated with supporting the human ele-
ment of change. These challenges first became 
apparent during the engagement work, which 
revealed differences in preferred approaches 
of the engagement team and various partners 
with regard to communicating the vision and 
values of the efforts. One member of a support 
organization described the engagement phase 
as, “comprehensive and engaging, although it 
didn’t feel authentic. Some felt it was “flashy” – 
big events, lots of materials, extravagant meals 
and graphic recorders – it was well resourced 
and didn’t feel grassroots. But representation 
was fairly universal and cross-cutting.”

When the engagement team submitted the 
draft Phase Two Business Plan, the Executive 
Management Committee was then challenged 
to respond in a way that could meet multiple 
expectations and needs of the Initiative. One 
Network partner expressed “we wanted to pro-
tect the integrity of the work and contributions 
that had occurred up to that point, and honor 
community expectations that emerged as part

 

 of our resident engagement efforts.” This part-
ner noted “we wanted to contain the work but 
ultimately we wanted to preserve the oppor-
tunity for Surrey to be awarded the Avenues of 
Change grant by United Way Lower Mainland.” 
As such, 

there were many prioritieS 

and alSo many relationShipS 

being conSidered – relation-

ShipS with reSidentS, with the 

conSulting organization, with 

partnering organizationS, and 

with the funding organization.

Some members of the Executive Management 
Committee described how they experienced this 
phase as particularly sensitive, due to unclear 
mechanisms for feedback and a lack of clarity re-
garding who had authority to guide and approve 
the final plan. 
 
One member of the support organization noted 
that when the United Way of Lower Mainland 
provided the opportunity to rewrite the Business 
Plan, the Executive Management Committee be-
came intensely focused on meeting the various 
expectations and tight deadlines, and in doing 
so had limited communication with the broader 
network and community. “I think a lot of it had 
to do with capacity and what was available 
at the time. I just think of that time that the 
business plan had to be redone, there wasn’t a 
formal sit down of ‘okay who can do what?’, it 
was just a sit down of who was there, that’s my 
recollection of it and there’s such a time crunch 
that there wasn’t time to be reaching out, it was 
just digging in.” 

Face Painted Dancer at Holly Park Sharing Stories at Holly Park
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In doing so, the Committee failed to commu-
nicate clearly to stakeholders the status of the 
project and reasons for delay. The absence of this 
information created conditions for misunder-
standing, skepticism, and mistrust among stake-
holders more broadly, and led to significant strain 
on relationships among partner organizations. 

In order to address the emerging concerns, the 
Executive Management Committee took steps to 
develop a number of communication pieces to 
clarify the status and stage of development of 
the Business Plan for all stakeholders. This period 
marked the beginning of what would eventually 
transition the stewardship for the Avenues of 
Change from the Executive Management Comm- 
ittee to the larger community network.

It became clear that the competitive process 
of calling upon community partners to submit 
applications to serve as Fiscal Agents or to 
implement the Action Strategies outlined in 
the Business Plan only exacerbated existing 
power imbalances between public partners and 
community agencies. One of the comments that 
resonated with many community organizations 
and landed hard with the public organizations 
was when an individual representing a nonprofit 
organization explained that they had felt like 
they were being asked to sit at the “children’s 
table” - as consultants but not true partners. 

One network partner expressed an understanding 
of the reasons certain organizations took up pow-
er to begin, and acknowledged how it changed 
through Phase Two, noting there was “a little bit 
of pressure at the formation of the application to 
get things in line. So there was a strong statutory 
organization like the City, HELP, and Ministry for 
Children and Family Development taking a real 
leadership role in that initial development – we 
had to go through some growing pains to get to 
a place where community organizations were 
equal at the table in some way.” 

The challenges during this phase were at times 
painful. As one interviewee noted, “Before [the 
hiring of the director] I think there was a time 
when there -- wasn’t good communication, 
there was some accusations, people weren’t 
very interested in working together. It was more 
around finding what’s wrong instead of finding 
what’s right. … [previously] Surrey has had re-
ally strong, caring relationships across organiza-
tions, whether it’s an agency or a board of trade 
or a city … so I think this Initiative tested that.”

A support organization representative described 
how it became apparent at this point that “The 
Avenues of Change process had been initiated 
with a structure that may have amplified some 
of the inequities partners had experienced in 
the past and not something the committee ex-
amined or readdressed until well into Phase One 
of the project. However, this was an important 
element in understanding what we needed to 
move forward, and informed how governance 
was structured as we moved into Phase Two 
implementation.” It was concluded that through 
this phase, “Everyone came to realize, ‘There is 
a need to have more equal power and deci-
sion-making’.”

This shift in collective awareness was deeply 
significant. A network member noted that “rec-
onciling that disconnect between the Children’s 
Partnership and the network of agencies who 
are critical to this work…was a turning point…

the fact we could get back 

on the Same table and align 

ourSelveS and remember why 

we were doing thiS, that waS a 

turning point.

As individuals reflected on the Avenues of 
Change while it was heading into its fifth and 
final year of funding from United Way Lower 
Mainland, there was frequent acknowledge-
ment that it has experienced some significant 
challenges since its inception. One network 
partner noted that everyone “has struggled or 
held back or questioned or thought about their 
participation.” The respondent went on to state, 
“I wouldn’t say there’s any one group or any one 
organization that’s held back…I really think 
we’ve all at times been there.”
 
Another network partner noted that, “you 
also need to hear the critical things that are 
sometimes hard to hear.” A support organization 
representative noted that Avenues of Change 
seemed to activate and amplify issues that 
existed in the community before the Initiative 
was established, and described the problems 
as relating to “this weird nonprofit industrial 
complex kind of thing.” Reflecting on network 
members’ responses to one organization’s recent 
decision to discontinue their involvement in the 
Initiative, she said “It was so disheartening to 
me, losing that partner from the table, Now we 
can’t even say ‘at least we’re all showing up.” 

Attending	to	diversity
While Avenues of Change was shifting in para-
digm from a program /service delivery - oriented 
approach to a collective impact and systems 
level change approach, issues began to surface 
around equity and inclusion. The group realized 
they needed as a collective to create safe space 
to have difficult conversations and plan together 
how to move forward with new insights and 
perspectives. 

There were some who believed optimal diversity 
has been achieved. As one network partner com-
mented, “I think at the front-line level there’s 
diversity to the peer ambassadors and family 
check in there’s certainly sensitivity to that and 
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staff that come from diverse cultural back-
grounds.” An interviewee responded to questions 
about diversity by saying, “I think there’s the 
right approach now to ensure engagement, 
authentic participation. So yeah, I think we’ve 
gotten there.” 

Others did not yet believe there was sufficient 
diversity. A support organization representative 
said, “When I look around the table whenever 
we meet, I don’t see a lot. The community agen-
cies work with diverse populations, but I don’t 
see that diversity quite reflected on the planning 
tables.” Also “We don’t have anyone sitting at the 
table who’s from the community and we don’t 
always have an aboriginal voice, we don’t have a 
refugee voice…there are voices that are missing 
I think.” 

While it was pointed out that the diversity of 
front line staff in local programs more closely 
mirrors the diversity of the Guildford West 
neighbourhood, groups identified as under-rep-
resented in the network include childcare 
providers, individuals who identify as Aboriginal, 
and residents. Furthermore, it is important to 
note that those interviewed for the case study 
did not include mention of traditional territory 
in their statements about Guildford West’s 
distinct history, which might suggest a need for 
increased cultural awareness and competence 
within the overall network. 

Managing	relationships	within	
the	network
Some people identified ways in which the sup-
port organization has been helpful facilitating 
the network’s capacity to manage relationships. 
One network partner commented, “I think there 
have been efforts made where they needed to 
acknowledge the difficult conversation or check 
back in with people to make sure they’re okay 
with something that came up” and went on to 
explain that “it’s been over such a long period of 

time that most of us sort of feel like it should be 
getting easier but it doesn’t necessarily.” 

A support organization representative remarked: 

 “There have been times when we’ve had 
to address some disappointments and 
challenges but I think we’ve grown as 
individuals, as organizations, and we’ve 
built really strong relationships amongst 
each other.”

Another acknowledged the need at times “to 
share some courageous words” with stakehold-
ers. They noted a pattern of “diverting blame” 
and “side conversations” that were often difficult 
to surface during meetings, calling the process 
often “messy.” The network partner reflected 
”we’ve said we are working on systems change, 
but keep reverting back.”

Some respondents questioned the wisdom of 
the support organization taking up the role 
of helping everyone to reflect on and manage 
emotions that are part of creating change. One 
network partner commented: “I’m not totally 
sure whether there’s an acknowledgement that 
managing change and emotions around change 
is an active piece of work” and further reflects 
“I’m not even sure if the project should do that. 
I’m not even sure that that’s the role.” 

Ongoing challenges with the established infra-
structure and the continuous need for clarified 
authority to support effective decision-making 
and implementation, called into question the 
extent to which authentic collaboration and 
collective decision-making could actually occur. 
As one support organization representative 
wondered, “is distributive leadership actually 
possible in this kind of complexity?”

Nonetheless, positive changes were perceived. 
One network partner spoke about noticing shifts 
“in how people are working collaboratively…
there’s a different level of openness in how we 
are discussing things so that’s been sort of inter-
esting as well, a little invested beyond ourselves, 
so the shifts are fun to see.” 

For another network partner, the Initiative 
structure was the primary reason for sustained 
involvement. “I think it’s the way that this proj-
ect is structured where you’ve got iterative 
stuff happening all the time, things change, 
new partners, new things, new learning, you 
change it, you go back, so there’s movement 
all the time” . At the same time there were still 
questions as to the pace of moving the Initiative 
forward. 

USE	NETWORKS	TO	SUSTAIN,	
SCAle And SPReAd
As the Initiative moved into the implementation 
phase, real-world challenges to sustainability 
and the scaling of the efforts were revealed. 
Barriers to participation among organizations 
became apparent, including time available 
to commit to the collective efforts, and the 
realization that this barrier is experienced 
differently depending on the capacity and size of 
the organization. 

one adaptive Strategy that 

emerged related to flexibility 

in taking up new and different 

roleS within the initiative aS a 

way to Stay involved, and find-

ing otherS to take up the roleS 

being vacated.
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Staff of several organizations involved in Ave-
nues of Change-Guildford West described using 
this strategy, and a network partner described 
it in terms of commitment: “You don’t just walk 
away from the table (and that can happen), 
you can walk away and send someone else 
from your team.”

Another identified barrier to sustainability re-
lated to communication difficulties. A member 
of the support organization noted, “Maintain-
ing engagement requires strong communi-
cation, and landing on the best methods for 
getting information out, read, and understood 
by people in a timely manner continues to be 
a struggle for the effort.” It was noted that this 
too may relate to the time constraints that 
differ across organizations. 

Despite these challenges, partners continued to 
stay engaged and “coming to the table.” When 
asked what had made the work meaningful, 
one network partner shared that collaborative 
planning and a chance to “[do] things different-
ly” were reasons for their continued involve-
ment. Others identified a variety of supports for 
sustained involvement, including contractual 
obligations, regular reporting structures, per-
ceived investment, and increased engagement 
opportunities, as well as the indirect benefits of 
collective efforts, and the potential of scale and 
spread of impacts. 

Across stakeholders, it seems that a sense of 
purpose was strengthened through the ability 
to strengthen relationships with each other. One 
member of a support organization shared that “the 
energy and the enthusiasm that people brought, 
that was very interesting, and very validating.”

Witnessing and hearing about changes in the 
lived experience of children and families living in 
Guildford West was also identified as a way of re-
connecting with a sense of purpose. When asked 

about an experience that energized them about 
the Initiative or gave them hope, one network 
partner explained it came from “a parent volun-
teer who was involved with the project.” 

An increasing number and diversity of residents 
and organizations seem to be getting involved 
in the efforts. One network partner commented, 
“We’re engaging community residents, as well as 
businesses and others, so there is more momen-
tum and a growing engagement of other players.”

Other network partners responded to 
questions about the scale and spread of the 
Initiative efforts by noting developments 
among fellow partners:

“I think the schools are certainly on board. [T]
hey have a great understanding of the work 
and they’re seeing more possibilities for what 
can be done and I know when I email them 
about an event that’s happening they’re paying 
attention to it.”

A support organization representative noticed 
changes in the orientation of both network and 
out of network partners, saying “They don’t 
directly benefit from the interventions, but they 
know that the learnings from this can be spread 
out, can be scaled out.” One network partner de-
scribed that “we’re all ‘in it together’ kind of thing 
– rise up and sort of inspire each other for the 
greater good, so it’s been very inspiring work.”
Even still, sustaining, scaling and spreading can 
be challenging due to the dynamic nature of 
people joining and leaving the efforts. In terms of 
impacts of change, many respondents indicated 
that Avenues of Change has resulted in increased 
engagement, as well as increases in existing part-
ner involvement, that there have been extended 
impacts on other work within their organization 
and that there is a sense that the voices of people 
in the community are being heard and that they 
are more connected and safe.

Communications
A number of individuals interviewed for the case 
study spoke to the significance of communica-
tions in promoting the development of Avenues 
of Change – Guildford West, with comments 
ranging in focus from very tangible details to 
overall community conditions and dynamics. 
One resident indicated that the network commu-
nicates with the community through posters.
 “I usually, if I see posters, I love reading posters. 
That’s mainly how I get information, posters.”

One network partner noted that social media is 
“happening regularly.” Another network partner 
mentioned their communication plan and that 
the communication tools they have developed 
are “simple tools in some ways to reach people, 
so it’s just growing. I think it’s more on task in 
that way. Social media stuff I think is critical.” 

At the same time, barriers related to coordinated 
communications, as well as technology access 
and capacity, were noted by respondents. One 
network partner commented, “I’m not sure if all 
of those pieces has been made clear and com-
municated clearly.” One support organization 
representative remarked on the limited access to 
technology for some families, which influences 
communications regarding the Initiative and 
is especially apparent in relation to schools. “I 
think the schools in that area are very cognizant 
of the fact that not all the families in the area 
have the availability of technology, so they use it 
but they don’t use it exclusively.” 

Another network partner indicated that within 
their organization, they do not “have depart-
ments that take care of that. It requires program 
people to take on some of it because it’s got to 
be from their work …but how do you sustain 
that then long term?” 

While technology can be effective in sharing 
information between partners and for admin-
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istrative support, one network partner believed 
that the type of work involved in the Initiative 
requires less virtual interface and more face-to-
face interactions .” Communication proved to be 
an ongoing challenge for the project in terms of 
maintaining communication between partners, 
as well as raising awareness with the larger 
community. Partner organizations that had 
champions able to spread the word and align 
communication to existing programs and service 
proved promising.

One support organization respondent remarked, 
“[W]e’re promoting the asset map online, so 
whenever we get a notice of discharge from 
the hospitals for newborns … our clerks sort 
of zone them, and when they’ve identified that 
these families are from Guilford West then they 
notify the nurse, and then the nurse talks about 
the project and connects them to different 
resources.”

Communication between network members also 
revealed shifts. The majority of respondents of 
the case study indicated that there was a mix of 
strength and challenge-based communication. 
For one network partner, they found that over 
time and through more effective communica-
tion, the tone of the conversations changed 
noting that their most recent experiences were 
more, “strength based.”

Creating	a	Learning	Community	
With regard to the ways Avenues of Change – 
Guildford West facilitated the development of 
a local learning community, one person from 
the support organization noted, “Some of that 
happens naturally in meetings, when people 
are sharing and have ideas to share.” For most 
individuals interviewed for this case study, 
collective learning is seen as an emerging op-
portunity, rather than an established practice. 
Reasons offered for why the Initiative is still 
early in its development of a learning commu-

nity predominantly related to time, energy, and 
priorities. 

As one out of network partner commented, “I 
think we’ve treated learning and evaluation as 
‘We’ll get to those’, we know we want to be de-
velopmental in our approach, we know we want 
to be part of a learning network, so I think we’re 
a little bit late in paying attention to that.”

For others, simply going through the process 
of working in a different capacity as partners 
served as a support for learning. One respondent 
from a support organization stated 

when we were recruiting we 

were actually co-deSigning 

the roleS and reSponSibilitieS. 

working in a different 

capacity aS partnerS waS a 

huge learning opportunity for 

all of uS.

One respondent from a support organization be-
lieved that even those organizations where there 
may not be direct benefit from the Initiative and 
its interventions “know the learning from this 
can be spread out, can be scaled out so I think 
there’s a lot of interest and willingness of com-
munity agencies to work together to learn with 
each other.” However, barriers to sustain partner 
involvement included time commitments and 
communication difficulties. “I think there are 
people who might have wanted to be engaged 
but I think the level of time and commitment 
required has caused people to fall off.”

Child at Play in Park

AoC Street Sign
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ConCluSion

This case study offered an opportunity for rich 
learning about how we have been undertaking 
the Avenues of Change – Guildford West, as 
experienced and described by people who have 
been involved from a variety of perspectives. It is 
offered as an open and honest reflection on our 
efforts, with the recognition that the greatest 
opportunities for learning are often revealed in 
the space between the best of intentions and the 
real-world consequences of our decisions and 
actions. As expressed in the comments of various 
local partners and participants, we acknowledge 
that we have encountered tremendous chal- 
lenges over the past five years, as we have joined 
together around Guildford West to fully activate 
the neighborhood’s capacity to change systems, 
and to transform the overall community.

The case study revealed network members 
may not have fully anticipated the degree of 
complexity in the change effort work of Avenues 
of Change. Although we were able to build a 
shared vision, the efforts made to support the 
human element of change may not have been 
enough to hold that vision long enough, or 
steadily enough, for everyone to continue to see 
themselves in it over the long term. Analyses 
of the case study interviews suggest that some 
of the challenges experienced through Avenues 
of Change may have been due to limited clarity 
in the origins of the work, the vision and goals, 
as well as roles and membership. This may have 
challenged how partners and community could 
identify tangible accomplishments and impacted 
capacity for sustained involvement. 

However, respondents also revealed aspects of 
seeing improvements in these areas and may 
serve as an opportunity to re-think the nature 
of reporting and communication within the 

Initiative. Learning, technology, and shared data 
collection were also seen as emerging opportu-
nities. At the same time, Avenues of Change will 
need to be mindful of the potential barriers that 
can challenge efforts in these areas. 

The realities of shared data and measurement 
challenged our early ambitions for this work and 
demonstrated a need for improved communi-
cation and involvement in this area. Avenues 
of Change struggled with dividing its efforts 
between action strategies and systems level 
efforts and this stretched partners and project 
staff capacity and in many ways impacted clarity 
and understanding of our direction and ultimate 
goals as an Initiative.

At the same time, we are heartened and inspired 
by the positive developments and the shifts in 
our community’s orientation to collaboration 
and change, which have corresponded with the 
development of the Avenues of Change. 

By contributing this case study as one in the 
series to be published by communities par-
ticipating in the Population Change Learning 
Community, we now have an opportunity to 
deepen our learning together with place-based 
efforts in other sites across the US. This Avenues 
of Change case study will also be supplemented 
by an evaluation to be conducted by an external 
consultant through Dialogues in Action in the 
summer of 2017, which will provide findings and 
recommendations about the Initiative’s leader-
ship infrastructure and project management. 

In the fall of 2017, there will be further oppor-
tunities to share and apply the learnings of the 
past five years, as the community moves forward 
together in Surrey - not only in relation to the 

particular neighborhood of Guildford West, but 
also in relation to other place-based initiatives 
in the City (such as the two Early Years Centres) 
and broader Surrey-wide collaborative planning 
efforts. These opportunities to work across man-
dates and in the spaces between organizational 
boundaries can continue to deepen our learning 
and show us where change is possible. 

It is through these continued collective efforts 
and learning together that we hope not only to 
reduce childhood vulnerability, but ultimately to 
bring about the thriving of all children, families 
and neighborhoods in our community of Surrey.
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ACknoWledgmenTS

We would like to sincerely thank interviewees for volunteering their time to participate and share their experiences. 

While we did gather information and perspectives from a diverse range of participants, we recognize that those we did 

speak with are a small group that may not fully represent the full range of views and experiences of all of those who 

participate in our local efforts. We acknowledge there are many people within our community who contribute their 

time and effort to improve the lives of everyone living in Guildford West.
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meThodology

Several individuals who have been integrally  
involved in the conception, design, and imple-
mentation of the Avenues of Change-Guildford 
West conducted the case study. This team 
entered into this process with a commitment 
to ask questions and gather perspectives of 
participating agencies, residents, and other 
partners, 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.

For the purpose of this work, interviews were 
conducted with 14 community stakeholders 
including five network partners, two residents, 
three support organization representatives, 
and four out-of-network partners. Interviews 
were conducted by Avenues of Change and 
support organization staff and interviews were 
transcribed by the Social Planning and Research 
Council of BC (SPARC BC). An external consultant 
to Avenues of Change created an initial summary 
document and the final case study narrative 
was written by representatives on behalf of the 
Avenues of Change, with feedback and editing 
by the Population Change Learning Community 
Support Team.
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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
 


