
Creating Meaningful Change in 
Communities

Facilitators: Dr. Fayana Richards, Karen Aguirre
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Agenda

Agenda Time

Lecture: Systems of Change 10 min

Activity #1: Group Questions 15 min

Lecture: Spectrum of Change 10 min

Activity #2: Rose, Thorn, Bud 15 min

Case Study 10 min

Activity #3: Newspaper Ad 15 min
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Objectives

1. Understand the relationship between community engagement and achieving positive 
neighborhood outcomes by exploring key concepts and strategies for fostering community 
ownership.

2. Explore the Spectrum of Public Participation and its role in effective community 
engagement, with an emphasis on empowering communities to take an active role in 
decision-making processes.

3. Analyze successful case studies to identify effective community engagement methods, 
discuss current challenges, and practice envisioning thriving environments within 
participants' own neighborhoods.
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Feeling Wheel 
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Systems Thinking 
What are systems? What does it mean to think with a lens? Why 

should we?  
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Systems of Change

A fish is swimming along one day when another fish 
comes up and says “Hey, how’s the water?” 

The first fish stares back blankly at the second fish and 
then says “What’s water?”

Source: Reimagining Social Change, The Water of Systems Change
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Systems of Change

Think about: 

• Who has the power to decide how these systems operate? 

• Who benefits from the systems? 

• Who is most harmed by the systems’ failures?

Education Housing
Food 

Systems
Economy Transit Health
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Six Conditions of System Change

Source: Reimagining Social Change, The Water of Systems Change8



Policies, Practices, and Resource Flows

The Explicit
Foundations, nonprofits, and other social sector actors 
have long worked at the first level to inform 
government policy, promote more effective practices, 
and direct human and financial resources toward their 
chosen goals.

Example: The Affordable Care Act

● First Level: Millions gained access to health care.
● Second Level: ACA created stronger relationships 

with community and providers but has not 
changed the relationship.

● Third Level: Lack of narrative change keeps the 
ACA at risk with lawmakers and corporate leaders.

Source: Reimagining Social Change, The Water of Systems Change9



Relationships and Power Dynamics

The Semi-Explicit
Transforming a system is about transforming the 
relationships between people who make up the 
system. 

Far too often, organizations, groups, and individuals 
working on the exact same social problems work in 
isolation from each other. Simply bringing people into 
relationship can create huge impact. 

Example: Chronic Houselessness in Los Angeles.
● Permanent supportive housing has been vetted as 

a solution (housing + social services), but multiple 
government agencies not working with each other 
prior to this project led to blaming one another for 
the growing houseless population.Source: Reimagining Social Change, The Water of Systems Change10



Mental Models

The Implicit
Mental models are foundational drivers of activity in 
any system. Unless funders and grantees can learn to 
work at this level, changes in the other two levels will, 
at best, be temporary or incomplete. 

Our mental models shape the meaning we assign to 
external data and events and guide our participation in 
public discourse.

Example: Sexual Harassment in the Workplace

● For years sexual stereotypes condoned shameless 
behavior and undermine credibility of victims, with 
limited media reporting.

● Me Too Movement
Source: Reimagining Social Change, The Water of Systems Change
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Spectrum of Public Participation
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Spectrum of Public Participation

Collaborative: Advisory Committees, Community Task Force

Inform: Fact sheets, Websites, Open Houses, Public Meetings, Public 
Hearings, and Print/Media

Consult: Focus Groups, Online Forums, Surveys, Workshops

Involve: Citizen Panels, Workshops, Deliberative Polling

Empower: Delegated decision, citizen juries, and shared-decision making 
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Champion Participation – Rose, Thorn, Bud

1. What has been successful in your community 

engagement process?

1. What is a current challenge in getting participation 

from your community members? (Think: convening 

place, time of meetings, etc.)

1. What opportunities exist for more engagement from 

your partners and community members?
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In 2018, a collaborative 
of six hospitals in 
Chicago coming together 
to address the 20 year 
life expectancy gap 
between the downtown 
area and the West Side 
(where Latine and Black 
communities are 
demographically placed).

● Healthcare:
○ Created a hypertension mgmt advisory group 
○ Created a maternal child health advisory group
○ Provided grants for CHW’s and Mental Health initiatives (>$250,000).

● Lived Environment:
○ Co-created a food is medicine program for patients and community members who 

are food insecure.
● Economic Vitality:

○ Created a pool of dollars for yearly business grants (> 3 million)
○ Invested in a CDFI for West Side projects
○ Created and managed a new procurement process for supplies to come from the WS.
○ Invested in a linen facility on the West Side to create jobs.
○ Created an MA pathway program for hospital staff in non clinical roles.

● Education: 
○ Created a cluster of health investment for one elementary school to receive wrap-

around services.
○ Created >200 added internship seats and focused on hiring Black boys and 

undocumented students.

West Side United - What is it? 

https://youtu.be/H8niAWIwKBk
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West Side United - Relationships & Connections 
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West Side United – Case Study

• 30+ Focus Groups conducted for CHNA/CHIP which led to a strategic plan for the collaborative.

• Board of Directors: 6 Hospital CEO's + 6 CAC members to balance executives with community 
members

• Created a CAC – Community Advisory Council (Term of 3 years) to help guide the strategy of overall 
work 

• Divided the community work into 4 buckets: Health, Education, Lived Environment, Economic Vitality

• Created subcommittees comprised of people who worked, lived on WS to guide the creation of 
initiatives/programs

• Held an annual town hall to report back to community, funders, and potential stakeholders
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West Side United – Learning Maps

Source: West Side United, Root Inc.
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Audience Question

What are some unique ways you all have involved 

community in capturing the meaningful change they 

want to see in communities?
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Activity: What would you like to see here? 
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Chicago’s West Side Newspaper Clips 
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Global Spark  

Have you found the right change 

agents outside of community 

who are willing to help you 

address the inequities you want 

to address? 
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Systems of Change

Closing Reflection 

What thoughts, insights or takeaways arise as you 

think about today’s activities?
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THANK YOU

QUESTIONS? 
TCI Learning Institute 

Karen and Fayana
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