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Mural by Max Sansing 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Changing systems in community development: Lessons 
from the first three years of the Strong, Prosperous, and 
Resilient Communities Challenge (SPARCC)   

The Strong, Prosperous, and Resilient Communities Challenge (SPARCC) aims to shift 

decades of racially discriminatory policies and investments that have resulted in racial 

disparities in health and climate resilience in communities throughout the United States. 

Since 2017, SPARCC has been addressing the barriers facing communities of color and 

low-income communities by advancing a community-driven development model, which 

evolved to focus especially on displacement.   

SPARCCõs work is implemented by multi-sector collaborative tables in six sites (Atlanta, the San Francisco Bay 

Area, Chicago, Denver, Los Angeles, and Memphis), together with four national organizations (ònational 

teamó) that provide support and funding to sites. These include Enterprise Community Partners (Enterprise), 

the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco (FRBSF), the Low Income Investment Fund (LIIF), and the Natural 

Resources Defense Council (NRDC).   

The Center for Community Health and Evaluation (CCHE) serves as the evaluation and learning partner to 

SPARCC with funding and support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation .   

 

 

 

https://www.maxsansing.com/
http://www.sparcchub.org/
https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/
https://www.frbsf.org/
https://www.liifund.org/
https://www.nrdc.org/
https://www.nrdc.org/
http://www.cche.org/
http://www.rwjf.org/


CHANGING SYSTEMS IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
4 

The evaluation seeks to answer the following questions:  

1. To what extent has SPARCC advanced changes in the systems that shape investments in 

neighborhoods, with the goal of racially equitable, healthy, and climate -resilient communities?  

2. What is driving or impeding SPARCC progress?  

3. What can be learned from SPARCC about 

promoting inclusive investment and integrated 

systems change? 

  

The evaluation assessed systems change by looking at how 

SPARCC contributed to shifts in five conditions in the field 

of community development (see figure, right).  

ALL ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS: 

COLLABORATIVES BUILT AN EFFECTIVE 

FOUNDATION 

Having a foundation of multi -sector collaboratives was key, and seen as positive .  

SPARCC funded collaborative tables as a core element of its theory of change to formalize multi-sector 

relationships and facilitate collaboration. Working with new partners across an expanded network within and 

across sites has been one of the most valuable outcomes of SPARCC.   

All sites developed new relationships and collaboration among partners who had never worked 

together; approaches to collaboration varied.   

Sites were responsive to their own contexts and approaches to collaboration were influenced by geography, 

philosophy, and collaborative history. This affected how sites approached engaging membership, fostering 

community leadership, amplifying community voice, and creating structures for collaboration and decision 

making. Most sites established or strengthened formal collaborative structures to direct SPARCC work. Some 

sites established a network, or òtable of tables,ó bringing together several existing collaboratives under a more 

informal umbrella.   

Ȱ4ÈÅ ËÉÎÄ ÏÆ ×ÏÒË ÔÈÅÙ ÐÕÔ ÉÎ ÓÏ ÆÁÒ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÉÓÉng a structure for this table is the first type of effort that 
looks like that in the area [North Memphis]. They are thinking about how to include people from the 
ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÏ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÓÅÁÔ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÁÂÌÅȢȱ  

MEMPHIS INSTITUTIONAL PARTNER 

Multi -sector collaboration and leading adaptive work takes significant skill, time, and resources.  

Sites that invested more time and effort in building their collaborative infrastructure saw more payoff in 

outcomes (i.e., community power and leadership, capital resource investment, and policy and practice 

change). Challenges to sitesõ abilities to develop a strong shared vision included leadership turnover; 

integration into a preexisting structure and set of priorities; an d coalescing diverse organizations, 

geographies, and priorities. Some sites encountered inherent challenges in SPARCCõs design as a regional 

initiative with local focus areas, making it hard to define who was needed to participate in the collaborative 

tables. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE FRAMEWORK 
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SHIFTING POWER AND MINDSETS IN COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 

Mindsets: leading with racial equity  

The SPARCC initiative strengthened its emphasis on racial equity over time, which brought energy, 

momentum, new ways of working, and new partners to the collaboratives. A focus on racial equity has also 

given cover and credibility to anti -racism work within local power centers, pushed constructive dialogue, and 

catalyzed strategic changes within all four national team organizations.  

Community power drives change  

Supporting and harnessing community leadership and power is also 

core to SPARCCõs model. Community power influenced collaborative 

table priorities and informed many local and regional decisions. Tables 

created new processes for getting community input, provided resources 

for local community power building, and increased individual and 

organizational capacity to engage in capital and policy work. Community 

leadership and power also drove capital investments and started to shift 

the community development paradigm in some places. Sites found this 

required slowing down to ensure a strong, collaborative foundation that 

prioritized racial equity, particularly through community -driven decision-

making structures and mechanisms for authentic community 

participation and leadership. 

Resources: Financial support for built environment projects   

SPARCC disbursed over $3.4 million across 25 capital projects (including 

one loan) to historically disinvested communities, supporting built 

environment projects prioritized by local communities that are showing 

positive benefits and impact. Capital work at the sites was supported by 

having a champion with capital expertise, having potential borrowers 

connected to the table, and developing a pi peline of projects in 

alignment with communitiesõ priorities. Using SPARCC debt to finance 

projects at sites took longer than anticipated due to several challenges, 

including ongoing tension between projects that are feasible to finance 

with SPARCC debt resources and communitiesõ own priorities for 

projects. The SPARCC national team continues to learn what sites need 

to advance capital projects in alignment with SPARCC goals and 

available financial tools. It is adapting its support and resources accordingly. SPARCC is elevating gaps and 

opportunities in the field of community development and provides a unique model for a philanthropic 

community development initiative.  

ȰSPARCC has helped us grow and incorporate new lenses of climate and health and allowed us to lead 

with racial equity. We always had equity in ȬeȭTOD but ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȢ 30!2## ÇÁÖÅ 

us power and permission and stability to lead with racial equity. ȱ 

ATLANTA TABLE MEMBER 

 

When Google bought public land near a transit 

station in the Bay Area, the local SPARCC table 

brought its influence, securing seats for 

residents on a steering committee and bringing 

research on local rent impacts. These and 

related grassroots advocacy efforts pushed 

Google to commit to $1 billion in housing 

investments (5,000 affordable homes), 

including affordable housing benefits in the 

public land it bought, and to establishing a $250 

million investment fund to support affordable 

housing.   

In Denver, the Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) 

Pilot Program provides moderate and low-

income families the opportunity to build wealth 

by renting out secondary structures built in 

their backyards. This program addresses equity 

within economic opportunity and mitigates 

displacement by offering affordable housing. 

This program was made possible through a 

$250,000 SPARCC grant and a Fannie Mae 

Sustainable Communities Challenge award in 

addition to a partnership with the City of 

Denver. 
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Policy & practices: Shifting how development happens                                                                                  

Sites reported a tension between working at the regional level at the same 

time that they were trying to mobilize and build community power locally 

since each required significant time and attention. Sites, mindful of leading 

with racial equity, often found it important to do the local work first. At the 

same time, sites were able to strengthen their positions as regional actors 

to move forward local policy priorities and institutional practices to help 

mitigate the displacement of legacy communities of color and low -income 

communities. The focus on regional agencies like transit proved impactful.  

At the national level, some of the most promising outcomes to -date may 

be changes within the national implementing organizations reflecting SPARCC values. This included explicitly 

naming òracial equityó as an outcome goal in strategic plans and processes, providing anti -racist and anti-bias 

trainings, embedding the SPARCC frame of racial equity, health, and climate resilience into long-term 

organizational work, and informing the evolution of non -SPARCC initiatives.  

CONCLUSION 

SPARCC is elevating gaps and opportunities in the field of community development, bringing new partners 

together, influencing local policy, raising issues of race in local power centers, and changing mindsets. Equally 

important, SPARCC values have influenced the national implementing organizations in how they prioritize and 

advance racial equity internally and externally in their work. SPARCC has received funding for a second phase 

in which it will continue to hone its unique model for philanthropic communi ty development. 

LEARN MORE 

For more lessons and details that bring the SPARCC systems change progress to life, the full evaluation report 

follows. More information about SPARCC can be found at sparcchub.org.  

The evaluation report was prepared by the Center for Community Health and Evaluation. If youõd like to find 

out more about the evaluation , email CCHE@kp.org. 

 

In Chicago, the SPARCC table helped pass an 

Å4/$ ÁÍÅÎÄÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ #ÈÉÃÁÇÏȭÓ 4/$ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÎÃÅȢ 

This amendment includes strategies aimed at 

avoiding displacement of residences and 

businesses, reinvesting in low-income 

communities and communities of color, 

supporting equitable transit investment, and 

ensuring appropriate density levels and parking 

aligned with neighborhood needs. 

Ȱ7Å ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÄÏ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÊÏÂ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ɍÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÍÁÙÏÒȟ ÃÉÔÙ ÃÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÁÎÄ ÂÏÁÒÄ 

ÏÆ ÓÕÐÅÒÖÉÓÏÒÓɎȢ )ÔȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÁÌÌÉÁÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÆÏÌËÓȢ )ÔȭÓ Á ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÎÄ 

build support for more equitable solut ÉÏÎÓȟ ÎÏÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÇÅÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÅÑÕÉÔÙ ÂÕÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÒÁÃÉÁÌ ÅÑÕÉÔÙȢȱ   

LOS ANGELES TABLE MEMBER 

 

http://www.sparcchub.org/
mailto:CCHE@kp.org?subject=SPARCC%20evaluation
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FULL EVALUATION REPORT 

Introduction  

BACKGROUND ON SPARCC AND THE EVALUATION 

The Strong, Prosperous, and Resilient Communities Challenge (SPARCC) began in 2017 to change the way 

we invest in and shape our cities to promote racial justice, health, and climate resilience. SPARCC is 

implemented by multi -sector collaborative tables in six sites (Atlanta, the San Francisco Bay Area, Chicago, 

Denver, Los Angeles, and Memphis), together with four national implementing organizations (ònational 

teamó) that provide support and funding to sites: Enterprise Community Partners (Enterprise), the Federal 

Reserve Bank of San Francisco (FRBSF), the Low Income Investment Fund (LIIF), and the Natural Resources 

Defense Council (NRDC)1.  (See Appendix A for a summary of the SPARCC tables.)  

 

1 The FRBSF did not receive or disburse any funds related to SPARCC. 

http://www.sparcchub.org/
https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/
https://www.frbsf.org/
https://www.frbsf.org/
https://www.liifund.org/
https://www.nrdc.org/
https://www.nrdc.org/
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The Center for Community Health and Evaluation (CCHE) served as the 

evaluation and learning partner to SPARCC with funding and support 

from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.   

The evaluation was designed to serve the SPARCC national team, 

SPARCC sites, and RWJF by identifying and documenting SPARCC 

progress and outcomes, and packaging feedback and reflections from 

sites and national team members to support reflection, learning, and 

adaptation by the national team and RWJF. Also, part of the mandate for 

the evaluation was to make it publicly available for use by like-minded 

organizations and funders, stakeholders, policy advocates, and 

community leaders and residents. A second phase of SPARCC was 

recently funded for an additional three years. 

SPARCC AS A SYSTEMS CHANGE INITIATIVEñWHAT 

DOES THAT MEAN FOR THE EVALUATION?  

Systems change is about shifting the conditions that are 

holding a problem in place. 2  SPARCC aims to shift decades 

of racially discriminatory policies and investments that have 

resulted in racial disparities in health and climate resilience in 

communities throughout the United States. SPARCC 

addresses the structural barriers facing low-income 

communities and communities of color by advancing a 

community -driven model of development. To organize and 

communicate SPARCC progress and lessons, the evaluation 

adapted a systems change framework,3 which identifies five 

major conditions critical to a systemõs functioning. These are 

conditions that can hold a problem in pl ace butñwith 

systems changeñcan also be the conditions that drive a new 

system of community development leading with racial equity, 

i.e., prioritizing racial equity in conceiving of, structuring, and 

implementing projects ( figure at right ).  

Progress toward the systems change SPARCC seeks is assessed by the degree to which the sites and the 

national team contribute to shifts in these five conditions in the field of community development. The 

SPARCC initiative logic model (Appendix B) shows temporally that this type of systems change takes a 

long time and describes what is reasonable to expect in three years. The evaluation used mixed methods, 

including interviews, site visits, and a survey, to uncover early signals of shifts in these conditions. For more 

 

2 Adapted from Social Innovation Generation. "Ecosystems for Systems Change." Retrieved from http://www.sigeneration.ca/ecosystems-systems-change/  
3 Adapted from Foster-Fishman, P., & Watson, E. (2017). Understanding and promoting systems change. In M. A. Bond, I. Garcia de Serrano, & C. Keys (Eds.), APA 

Handbook of Community Psychology (Vol. 2). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 

Three learning questions guided the 
evaluation: 

1. To what extent has SPARCC advanced 
changes in the systems that shape 
investments in neighborhoods and in the 
built environment (i.e., the policies and 
practices, capital, and community 
leadership systems) for racial equity, 
climate resilience, and healthy 
communities? 

2. What is driving or impeding SPARCC 
progress?   

3. What are major lessons uniquely from 
SPARCC about promoting inclusive 
investment and integrated systems change, 
such as the specific contribution of SPARCC 
ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅÓȭ ×ÏÒËȩ   

 

SYSTEMS CHANGE FRAMEWORK 

http://www.cche.org/
http://www.rwjf.org/
http://www.sigeneration.ca/ecosystems-systems-change/
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information on the data sources that informed this report, see  

Appendix C. 

PURPOSE AND ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT 

The purpose of this report is to summarize successes and lessons from the first three years of SPARCC 

(2017-2019). It is organized by the systems change framework to facilitate better understanding of shifts 

beginning to be made in these conditions, and to elevate key lessons. 

Summary of progress  

During SPARCCõs first three years, foundational work for changing the systems of community development 

addressed structural barriers facing people of color and low-income communities. The evaluation revealed 

shifts in all five conditions of a system: new relationships and connections, increased community power, 

improved policy and practices, changes in how capital resources are allocated, and evolving mindsets. 

These conditions are not mutually exclusive; they overlap and interact with each other. For example, 

community power and relationships were important factors in policy and practice changes, as well as 

capital resource allocation. The impact of SPARCCõs influence is evident in policy wins, capital projects, 

early regional influence, and changes within SPARCCõs national implementing organizations.   

Relationships: Six communities have strengthened collaborative infrastructure, with new partners 

who had never worked together and new work in traditionally disinvested communities. 

Collaborative tables were foundational to SPARCCõs success and all of them established or refined systems 

and processes for collaborative action. Tables have been building relationships and partnerships and 

positioning themselves as regional actors. At the same time, all tables indicated they see room for 

improving how community members are engaged in their table and the SPARCC work.  

Power:  Supporting and harnessing community leadership and power is core to SPARCCõs model. Through 

SPARCC, community power influenced table priorities , informed many local and regional decisions, 

and prompted conversations about racial equity with decision makers.  Community resident voices are 

also driving capital investments in SPARCC sites. SPARCC tables contributed to new ways for community 

members (especially residents) to lead and be involved in transformational efforts in four ways: creating 

processes for community input, providing resources for community power -building, building new and 

improved table governance structures, and increasing individual and organizational capacity, all of which 

facilitated community mobilizing and leadership. With leadership from sites, SPARCC learned and 

demonstrated ways to change community power dynamics, particularly through table -driven capacity-

building strategie s for individuals and organizations, peer learning, and tables having a core member 

organization with strong community relationships and leadership development capacities.  

Policy and practices: All sites contributed to moving local policy priorities and in stitutional practice 

changes forward to preserve affordable housing and prevent and mitigate  displacement of long -

standing communities of color and low -income  communities . Tables positioned themselves as 

regional actors influencing policy and practices, and all sites did groundwork to identify systemic root 
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causes of issues, challenges, and potential solutions. All sites used collaborative decision-making to 

determine where to invest resources on policy work, and then individuals or sub-sets of table members 

worked on implementation based on their areas of expertise. At the national level, some of the most 

promising outcomes to date may be changes within the national implementing organizations reflecting 

SPARCC valuesñ such as a greater focus on racial equity. 

Resources: Capital projects moved forward at all six sites. SPARCC disbursed nearly $3.4 million across 

25 capital projects (including one loan) to historically disinvested communities, supporting local 

projects that are showing positive benefits and im pact.  Projects have demonstrated proof of concept, 

built momentum, and generated additional funding and support. The national team and sites established 

structures and processes for ensuring resource investment is informed and driven by communities and 

promotes racial equity and positive health and climate outcomes. Technical assistance and project specific 

support helped sites move potential built environment projects from concept through pre -development. 

Getting SPARCC capital resources into the hands of sites took longer than anticipated and the SPARCC 

national team continues to learn what sites need to effectively develop and advance projects in alignment 

with SPARCC goals. It is adapting its support and resources accordingly.   

Mindsets:  Intentionally applying a frame that named and integrated the concepts of racial equity, health, 

and climate was new for most sites. Sites found that leading with racial equity brought energy and 

momentum, attracted new members to their tables, gave them permission to do things in a new or 

different way, and prompted conversations that pushed their partners to evolve their thinking.  

The following sections describe in more detail SPARCCõs contributions to advancing each of the five 

conditions within a systems change framework. 

7ÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ 30!2##ȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓ ÏÆ 
community development? How and why did progress 
occur? 

RELATIONSHIPS AND CONNECTIONS  

One condition critical to systems change is Relationships and Connections.  These include both formal 

and informal relationships among individuals and organizations that provide the vehicle for exchanging 

information, resources, and learning and form the foundation for collaborative partnerships and collective 

action. For SPARCC, this includes the collaborative table development, which is foundational for much of 

the sites' work in this report.  
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Collaborative tables were foundational to SPARCCõs success 

and all six sites have established systems and processes for 

collaborative action.  SPARCC funded collaborative tables as a core 

element of its theory of change to formalize multi -sector 

relationships and facilitate partnership. The evaluation looked at the 

development and functioning of the tables using CCHEõs 

collaboration model, which l ooks at six areas essential to effective 

collaboration (see box and appendix D). A primary data source for 

understanding these elements was an annual survey of table 

members that asked respondents to rate elements of table 

effectiveness as either òneeds improvement,ó òadequate,ó ògood,ó or 

òoutstanding.ó 

Significant work occurred over the last three years to establish or 

strengthen this collaborative infrastructureñit has been a focus of 

all sites to varying degrees. No two tables look the sameñthey took 

different approaches to defining and engaging their membership, 

fostering community leadership and amplifying community voice, and creating structures for collaboration 

and decision making. (See appendix A for a snapshot of each table.) Specifically, the two SPARCC sites in 

California established a òtable of tablesó bringing together several existing collaborative tables under one 

loose umbrella to advance the agenda of SPARCC in the regionñthese tended to have less formal 

collaborative infrastructure. The other four SPARCC sites included two newly established tables and two 

existing tables. It is not clear if there is one ideal model, but there are many lessons learned.   

Shared purpose:  Two tables (one new and one existing) undertook an intentional and strategic process to 

develop a formal, shared sense of purpose. This has been the cornerstone of these two sitesõ work, 

building the foundation that table leaders can use to guide the group forward. They appear to be 

examples of the maxim ògo slow to go fastó now that they are 

effectively leveraging that foundational work into con crete 

collective action. Other sites integrated SPARCC work into an 

existing tableõs vision and structure or brought together diverse 

organizations, geographies, and priorities without requiring 

alignment around a formal, shared purpose or substantive change 

to existing work. Regardless, table members in all sites seem to have 

coalesced around promoting equityñsurvey respondents rated 

each of their tables as good at promoting diversity, inclusion, and 

equity in membership, process, and outcomes.  

Essential elements for successful 

collaboration  

Shared purpose:  Creating common priorities 
for working together 

Essential people at the table:  Building multi -
sector, diverse engagement 

Effective leadership:  Operationalizing the 
vision 

Adequate structure and support:  Establishing 
dedicated staffing, appropriate collaborative 
structure (i.e., decision making, resources) 

Active collaboration:  Operating in the shared 
interest, trusting relationships, effective 
communication 

Taking action:  Contributing to systems change 

In Memphis , the Neighborhood Collaborative 

for Resilience formed for the SPARCC initiative. 

The founders built a collaborative table from 

the North Memphis grassroots by giving 

privilege to community voices and leadership. 

The table brings together over 20 separate 

neighborhoods and facilitates partnership 

between community residents, government 

entities, and other organizations in policy, 

housing, planning, health, and climate. 
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Essential people: For all sites, SPARCC successfully fostered new relationships and collaboration 

among partners who had never worked together,  with more table survey respondents strongly 

agreeing to this statement in year three than in previous years. For many sites, this included new 

relationships with partners who brought needed expertise to advance SPARCC work (e.g., health, climate, 

and capital).  

The tables also varied in how they were set up to include and 

amplify the voices of the communities most affected by their 

SPARCC work. All tables indicated they see room for 

improving how community members are engaged in their 

table  and the SPARCC work . For the two sites that were newly 

established, SPARCC provided an opportunity and mandate to 

build infrastructure for community influence and power. In 

contrast, when a table already exists with primarily organizational 

or institution al representation, it can be difficult to determine if 

and how to engage residents in the table. Half of the tables 

exclusively leveraged relationships with grassroots organizing or 

advocacy groups, while the other half have community residents 

directly participating in table decision -making. 

Effective leadership:  Leadership looks different across the tables 

and all have implemented effective leadership approaches over 

time. Individual leaders who put a lot of energy into table 

development, governance, and vision saw payoffs in how 

effectively collective work moved forward. Half of the sites have 

had significant changes in their leadership during SPARCC, which 

presented some challenges (slowing down work, interrupting momentum, and negatively affecting funde d 

capacity). The table-of-tables model meant decision making and the ability to hold a shared vision were 

more complex and diffuse. Across the sites, there are some signals that leadership is being distributed 

beyond the table leaders. Five sites either increased or stayed steady with their agreement that their table 

allocates time, resources and expertise to prepare institutional leaders and residents to meaningfully engage 

with each other, and all sites either increased or stayed steady with the perception that their table is 

actively working to build the capacity of local leaders. 

Infrastructure and resources:  To varying degrees, sites continue to work on the foundations of 

collaborative functioning, including improving their internal communications, buil ding trust, clarifying 

decision-making, accountability and roles, and increasing transparency. Three sites reported having key 

collaborative infrastructure in a good place in the third year of SPARCCñtable survey scores related to 

communications, decision-making, and governance were mostly good. Other sites were actively working 

on refining their structure given the evolution of the work, suggesting that maintaining collaborative 

infrastructure requires ongoing attention and support. In terms of resources, there was a consistent 

Ȱȱ 
We have a long way to go in 

really reaching the communities 

in authentic engagement, but 

×ÅȭÒÅ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅÓȢ 

4ÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÓÅ 

conversations and sharing the 

message at larger tables is 

ÁÄÖÁÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȢ 7ÅȭÒÅ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ 

push for this hard er than 

individual organizations could. 

4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

power of Elevated Chicago.  

CHIGAGO TABLE MEMBER 
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perception across sites that there were inadequate financial resources to 

achieve their goals. Tables made different decisions regarding how they 

invested resources with their partners; these decisions were influenced by 

the size of the target geography and different philosophies about level and 

type of collaboration needed.  

Active collaboration:  All tables invested time and resources in relationship 

development with members and key partners, which was essential for trust 

building and developing collaborative practices. The generally positive 

scores in the table member survey for distributes funds and resources fairly 

and openly dialogues about different points of view indicate a strong 

foundation upon which to continue to build trust .  

Taking action:  All sites leveraged this collaborative infrastructure for 

collective action that is described in more detail in the sections below. Survey respondents in year 3 rated 

their tableõs ability to take action generally as good in areas related to having a realistic plan for a SPARCC 

project, influencing policy and systems change, and promoting racial equity. This is to be expected after 

three years of implementation.  

In addition, tables have been building relationships beyond their tables and positioning themselves 

as regional actors.  Given the focus in SPARCCõs first three years on establishing these collaborative 

structures and building systems for community engagement and leadership, as well as working directly 

with communities on their prio rities, thereõs been limited capacity to also work at the regional level. 

However, some foundational work occurred in all sites that could be leveraged into broader regional 

influence in the second phase of SPARCC. Highlights of regional influence can be found in the òPolicyó 

section. 

POWER            

Power dynamics affect how a system functions because power drives who has voice within the community, 

who is included in decision-making, and who has influence on outcomes. By fostering community 

leadership, SPARCC is striving to change the power dynamics in systems of community development that 

shape the built environment. The word òcommunityó in SPARCC is intentionally inclusive, but in the context 

of power emphasizes people of color and low-income communities. The evaluation paid attention to three 

dimensions of power: 1. who is participating in the regional tables in terms of race, lived experience, and 

residence; 2. the degree to which community voice is not just heard but applied directly in strategies and 

decisions; and 3. any new conditions that facilitate community mobilizing and leadership.  
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Community leadership and power influenced table priorities and many local and regional decisions 

and prompted conversations about racial equity with decision 

makers.  All sites valued having community resident voiceñthe 

perspective of community leaders and residentsñshape their 

strategies and influence decisions.  SPARCC contributed to having 

community resident voices shaping SPARCC strategies and 

influencing decisions in all sites; although, the ways that this 

occurred varied. For example, the vast majority of the work in 

Chicago and Memphis was clearly driven by community resident 

input from prioritized neighborhoods since these tables were structured with residents as core decision 

makers. Other sites integrated priorities of community organizing groups or community advisory 

committees into their SPARCC work. Various SPARCC tables worked directly with community members on 

advocacy campaigns that have mitigated displacement pressures, for example through preservation and 

development of affordable housing and rentersõ protections.  

Denverõs accessory dwelling unit (ADU) work described in the òResourcesó section was supported and 

implemented by experienced service providers and community members through the West Denver 

Community Leadership Committee. In two sites, table members were placed into formal decision -making 

bodies outside of the SPARCC table, such as the mayoral transition team and senior city leadership in 

Chicago. Five sites have been invited into regional decision-making meetings and have prompted 

conversations about racial equity. 

Community resident voices have also 

shaped capital investments in SPARCC sites,  

such as the proposed Inglewood sports facility 

in LA County, where SPARCC brought new 

grassroots support and relationships to the 

òaffordable housing before an arenaó 

campaign, and the campaign to more equitably 

shape Googleõs investment in the Bay Area (and 

specifically San Jose) described in the òPolicyó 

section. Community leadership and power from 

the sites has also influenced SPARCCõs 

overarching capital strategy, which is why 

community land trusts and other community 

ownership models emerged as areas of interest. The national team is working to understand what is 

possible under this strategy for SPARCC in its next phase.  

  

In Los Angeles, ACT LA and LA Thrives 

influenced the shaping and passage of a 

progressive transit-oriented communities 

policy at LA Metro that will push forward 

housing affordability and economic vitality in 

transit hubs across LA County.   
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SPARCC tables contributed to new conditions for  community members (especially residents) to 

lead and be involved in transformational efforts in four ways: mechanisms for community input, 

resources for community power building, new and improved governance structures, and increased 

individual and organiz ational capacity, all of which facilitated community mobilizing and 

leadership.  SPARCC tables made such contributions in all six sites. The extent of these new conditions 

varied across sites in number and effectiveness. Half of the sites worked on multiple conditions that 

connected and mutually reinforced each other. As the first three years of SPARCC came to a close, most 

sites were thinking long term about what needs to be in place to facilitate ongoing community leadership.  

The òResourcesó section has details on mechanisms established to bring community input into resource 

allocation, and the òRelationshipsó section has more information on how governance and leadership 

structures supported community power. The ways SPARCC built or 

contributed to changing power dy namics is described below. 

With leadership from sites, SPARCC demonstrated ways to 

change community p ower dynamics, particularly through peer 

learning, table -driven capacity -building strategies, and a core 

member organization on tables with strong community 

relationships and leadership development skills.  All sites 

contributed resources from the operating grants toward increasing 

community leadership and power more generally, and three sites 

established grant programs as a strategy to pass through funding to 

worthy projects. For example, Memphisõs grant program for 

community leaders funded 23 projects that built capacity and 

fostered engagement. Four sites implemented strategies that increased individual and organizational 

capacity for community membersñespecially residents of colorñto be in positions of powe r over 

resources and functions. Examples are ACT-LAõs train-the-trainer 

model helping advocates and community based organizations 

(CBOs) to bring equity and climate issues into 35 new local 

community plans, and Atlantaõs Transformation Alliance 

member Southface, which used a SPARCC capital grant to 

manifest 60 local people working on eight stormwater 

infrastructure projects as part of a workforce development 

program. Many members of the SPARCC national team 

observed that SPARCCõs investment in peer learning and 

fostering of a cohort of sites contributed to cross -pollination of 

ideas between leaders in different cities, which empowered 

community leaders with new ideas, networks, and moral 

support. 

Several lessons identified by sites provide insight about what 

helps build community leadership and power: 

In Chicago, because of the visibility and 

engagement of Elevated Chicago, several 

members of its steering committee were 

recruited for formal leadership positions in 

-ÁÙÏÒ ,ÏÒÉ ,ÉÇÈÔÆÏÏÔȭÓ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ !Ó Á 

result, the values of the table became embedded 

in her administration and gave an avenue for 

ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÙÏÒȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÅȟ 

Chicago Public Schools, and several city 

ÄÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÄÏÐÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ Ȱ#ÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ 

%ÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ 0ÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ 2ÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 

published by Elevated Chicago. 

Ȱȱ 
Our community engagement was 

facilitated through some of our 

more truly grassroots locally 

based organizations, like 

Georgia Stand Up ȣ ×ÈÏͻÓ ÂÅÅÎ 

on the ground in these 

communities, building these 

relationships, and is kind of 

activating those networks but 

also expanding them with our 

work.  

ATLANTA TABLE MEMBER 
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» It helps to have an organization that has a long history of community relationships and capacities 

in leadership development and coalition -building as a core table member.  

» Building relationships and trust takes intentionality and a significant amount of time.  

» When bureaucracy slows down a decision-making process or stops a project, it is useful to have 

other opportunities already identified so that engaged residents can change direction. It can be 

challenging to engage residents and community leadership in long-term projects when there are 

urgent competing priorities. Money for organizers and meetings to explore new areas of work are 

also important.  

The tension inherent in working both locally and regionally, a nd effectively engaging residents, are 

two challenges in SPARCCõs design. Diverse participation in SPARCC locally is crucial for fostering 

community power. However, there have been some inherent challenges in SPARCCõs design, making it 

hard to define who i s needed to participate in the collaborative tables. First, there was an inherent tension 

between working at both the regional and the local, on -the-ground levels with people who have not 

typically had access to the power structures that influence community investment. Sites reported that it 

was hard to do these two things at once, and because of SPARCCõs goal of leading with racial equity, it 

was important to do the local work first. This includes relationship and trust building along with setting up 

clear and effective collaborative structures and processes to ensure accountability to equity and to avoid 

perpetuating the status quo. The more local the effort, the easier it can be to figure out whom to engage. 

All sites drew residents from focus neighborhoods to their tables, to advisory groups, or to community 

advocacy efforts. 

Adequately engaging residents and community members is perceived to be a challenge across the sites. 

SPARCC was funded as an initiative that emphasized capital deployment and investment, not necessarily 

community organizing, yet community and resident engagement has been a priority from the beginning. 

Sites were being responsive to their own contexts, but defining community continues to be complex.  

When site leaders were interviewed specifically about the complex issue of power and their experiences,4 

several common themes were raised, including: 

» Explicitly naming and building power is central to advancing racial equity, and it is critical to 

anchor this work in communities. 

» There are power dynamics at play within the community development sector, such as the 

concentration of power among funders, which need to be addressed in order to advance the 

bold, innovative solutions the field desires. 

» Building true community power requires mean ingfully supporting community organizing.  

» Collaborative tables that can authentically represent the interests of communities are gaining 

access to influential conversations on regional development. 

 

4 A learning brief that provides more detail on these themes will be published in the future by the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco. 
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POLICY AND PRACTICE 

SPARCC targeted policy and practice change at various levels, including 

at the regional level through the sitesõ work, which was highly tailored 

to local priorities, th rough the SPARCC national level by implementing 

organizationsõ internal practices and policies, and by seeking to 

influence the field of community development more broadly. This work 

includes formal, written policy changes and more informal practice 

changes, as well as the foundational work it takes to achieve policy and 

practice changes.  

All sites contributed to moving local policy priorities and institutional practice changes forward as 

they related to housing preservation and prevention and mitigation of di splacement of long -

standing communities of color and low -income communities.  This work included an array of policy 

engagement, advocacy, and implementation strategies. Most frequently, policy wins occurred in the 

creation and preservation of affordable hou sing (including protections for renters), transit related policies 

and practices, and getting local/regional governments to adopt priorities and values related to community 

engagement and racial equity.  

 

For example, in Los Angeles the table has strengthened and leveraged a relationship with LA Metroõs 

leadership resulting in a strengthened organizational equity platform, a Transit Oriented Communities plan 

that commits LA Metro to activities aimed at achieving housing affordability and economic vitality i n 

transit hubs, new programs for cities in the region, and increasing conversations about housing and equity 

among board members. 

In Memphis , the table contributed to the 

ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÁÆÆÏÒÄÁÂÌÅ 

housing trust fund. The fund will serve 

households earning up to 80% area median 

income with the possibility of prioritizing 

projects that target populations facing 

additional barriers to housing, such as people 

experiencing homelessness, veterans, and 

people with disabilities. 

In the Bay Area, Google bought public land 

around the Diridon transit station in San Jose. 

The Bay Area table secured four resident seats 

on a coalition steering committee and 

contributed to research on rent impacts in the 

surrounding area. The data informed 

community advocacy efforts and got wide 

media coverage. Google then committed $1 

billion in housing investments (5,000 would be 

affordable homes), announcing affordable 

housing benefits would be included in the 

public land it bought, and establishing a $250 

million investment fund to support affordable 

housing. The foundation for this success came 

ÆÒÏÍ ÔÁÂÌÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȭ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ 3ÁÎ *ÏÓÅ 

educating leaders about displacement, and a 

grassroots base that was organized and 

engaged. 
























