
Measuring Success 
in Collective Impact
The Rise of a New Model for Social Change —  
and New Considerations for Evaluating Effectiveness

Amid a tepid economic recovery, many corporate 
foundations are trying to increase the return on their 
philanthropic dollar, choosing to fund initiatives that 
help communities while also serving business inter-
ests. But that’s often easier said than done when many 
companies, under pressure to be a “good neighbor,” 
see their philanthropy as mere charity for miscella-
neous causes. Moreover, corporate foundations may 
struggle to make a measurable impact when they’re 
dwarfed by larger funders that make up some 90 per-
cent of the total giving by U.S. foundations.*

Against this backdrop, leading corporate foundations 
are shifting from a portfolio of small, scattershot grants 
to a more focused approach for solving critical com-
munity problems. One emerging consideration is the 
notion of “collective impact,” which brings together 
many organizations from different sectors — including 
corporations, nonprofits, government organizations and 
others — to solve a specific social problem. 

The Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana Foun-
dation, for example, is using a similar model for its 
unique matching grant program to reduce obesity. In 
this initiative, called the Challenge for a Healthier 
Louisiana, the Foundation earmarked $10.2 million 
in grants to ignite multi-sector collaboration among 
hundreds of public and private agencies. 

Instead of working at odds with each other on 
independent obesity projects, these organizations 
are now coordinating their efforts to address the 
root causes of obesity, change social norms, tap 
fresh perspectives and sustain healthier lifestyles in 
Louisiana communities. The Blue Cross Foundation, 
meanwhile, is using a large sum of money to move 
a bigger needle than it could through smaller grants. 

*Key Facts on U.S. Foundations, Foundation Center, 2013

Best Practices in Collective Impact
The content of this paper is based on discussions at 
the “Collective Impact for Healthy Living” workshop, 
hosted by the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisi-
ana Foundation, on Sept. 20, 2013, in New Orleans. 
Attendees included representatives from:

•	 FSG, Social Impact Consultants

•	  Wisconsin Obesity Prevention Network

•	 The New York City Asthma Partnership

•	 Let’s Go!

•	 Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative

•	 LiveWell Colorado

•	 San Diego County Childhood Obesity Initiative

•	 Shape Up Somerville

•	 Pennington Biomedical Research Center



And that needle — obesity prevention to improve 
health and reduce costs — is directly aligned to 
Blue Cross’ business as the largest health insurer in 
the state. 

A Key Challenge: 
Measuring Success
The benefits of collective impact, however, don’t 
come without significant challenges, and one of the 
most common is the evaluation of project success. 
That’s according to the representatives of seven 
health-focused collaboratives around the nation, who 
recently gathered at a “Collective Impact for Healthy 
Living” workshop in New Orleans, La. This event, 
hosted by the Blue Cross Foundation and featuring 
presentations by consulting firm FSG, invited par-
ticipants to discuss challenges and best practices in 
multi-sector collaboration.

Workshop participants agreed that amid the complex-
ity of large-scale collaboration, it’s critical to have not 
only a common agenda but also a common system of 

measurement. That is, when multiple organizations 
are working together to solve a community problem, 
they need a shared set of measures to monitor perfor-
mance, track progress toward agreed-upon goals, and 
consider what is or isn’t working.

For example, if the goal of a multi-sector collabora-
tive project is to reduce obesity, how will progress be 
measured? Through a reduction in body mass index 
(BMI)? A change in behavior, such as increased con-
sumption of one food or decreased consumption of 
another? An aggregate improvement in a population’s 
health status?

Common measures serve as a foundation for ongo-
ing conversations among project partners, helping 
them drive a culture of continuous improvement and 
hold one another accountable to progress. Moreover, 
a defined set of indicators can establish a common 
vocabulary for disparate organizations, which, 
despite having a common goal, may be using thou-
sands of different measures — along with different 
terminology — in their day-to-day work. 

Challenge for a Healthier Louisiana
Louisiana has one of the nation’s highest rates of obesity, which contributes to numerous health problems and 
increases the cost of healthcare. And while many programs educate residents about exercise and improved 
diet, uptake is limited when community environments don’t support those behaviors. For example, how can 
families eat well and exercise if they don’t have access to nutritious foods and healthy activities?

That’s why the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana Foundation issued a challenge to nonprofits across the 
state: Team up with other organizations on innovative ways to reduce obesity, and the Foundation will provide 
the most compelling proposals with grants of up to $1 million, which have to be matched by other organizations 
involved in the project. 

In this program, called the Challenge for a Healthier Louisiana, the Foundation awarded $10.2 million 
in grants to 12 collaborative projects involving hundreds of public and private agencies. These grants 
sparked $16.8 million in matching funds, resulting in nearly $30 million in targeted funding for a major 
public-health issue. 

In addition, the program ignited multi-sector collaboration that might not have happened otherwise. Instead of 
competing against each other with various obesity initiatives, public and private agencies in Louisiana are now 
working together to create broad community changes — from farmers markets to walking paths — that foster 
healthy lifestyles. 
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On the Way  
to Long-term Outcomes
Workshop participants acknowledged, however, 
that it can take a long time to significantly move the 
needle on a pervasive community problem. Reducing 
Louisiana’s obesity rate, for example, is a multi-year 
effort that will require broad changes to social norms, 
and the specific solutions at this stage may not be 
known. Indeed, FSG said this mystery is one of the 
key characteristics of collective impact: Instead of be-
ginning a project with a defined endgame, collective 
impact allows the best answers to emerge gradually 
over time — through the collaboration of many orga-
nizations across sectors.

This emergent nature might not sit well with foun-
dations and other funders, who may be accustomed 
to supporting a specific community program based 
on a measurable outcome — and seeing hard 
numbers to prove success. But in collective impact, 
when numerous organizations are working toward 
a long-term goal and specific solutions haven’t 
yet emerged, concrete measurement on outcomes 
usually isn’t available. 

That’s why, in addition to planning long-term out-
comes, wise organizations are measuring key, interme-
diate activities that lead up to those outcomes — and 
then reporting them to funders to demonstrate progress. 

In Maine, for example, numerous organizations are 
collaborating in the Let’s Go! initiative to prevent 
childhood obesity. The initiative aims to reduce 
BMI by increasing healthy eating and active living, 
and key funders are looking for concrete results on 
that goal. But BMI reduction is a long-term out-
come, so, in the meantime, the backbone organiza-
tion for Let’s Go! is measuring other key indicators. 
These efforts include surveying families about their 
awareness of healthy-living principles and associat-
ed behavior changes; surveying schools, childcare 
centers and other sites about policy change; and 
reviewing medical charts for obesity prevalence. 
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Evaluating Operations
In addition to evaluating progress toward long-term 
outcomes, leading collaboratives are measuring the 
effectiveness of their operations to improve their 
success. They’re focusing on areas such as:

Common agenda

•	 Do project partners have a shared vision 
for change? 

•	 Do they have a common understanding 
of the problem? 

•	 Are they following agreed-upon actions?

Shared measurement

•	 Are partners working toward the same 
outcomes? 

•	 Do they have the capacity to track those 
outcomes? 

•	 Are they collecting and sharing the right data? 

•	 Are they using the data to make changes?

Mutually reinforcing activities

•	 How well are partners coordinating their 
activities through a joint plan of action? 

•	 Are organizations getting out of the way so 
others can use their expertise? 

•	 Are key players such as policymakers, medical 
providers and educators coordinating their 
efforts to influence the target population?

Continuous communication

•	 Are communications effective across 
multiple players? 

•	 Are they helping to build trust and 
collaboration? 

•	 Do communications have the right frequency, 
message and reach?

Backbone support

•	 Is there a coordinating organization with the 
resources and skills to serve as the backbone 
for the initiative?

•	 How effective is this organization?

•	 Is it aligning existing resources — and 
identifying new ones — to drive the goals?



Progress reports in areas such as these are showing 
funders that the initiative is making headway.

Similarly, according to FSG, the Magnolia Place 
Community Initiative in Southern California has 
numerous cross-sector strategies to improve chil-
dren’s health and education. To measure progress, the 
backbone organization for the initiative developed 
a dashboard to hold partners accountable to those 
outcomes and identify opportunities for adjustment. 
For example, in measuring the strategy of physi-
cian referrals, the organization discovered that even 
though doctors were indeed referring families to 
health resources, few families were following through 
on the referrals. So the organization changed the pro-
cess to a “warmer referral” to move that needle in the 
right direction — and demonstrate progress toward a 
long-term outcome.

Measuring Collaborative 
Effectiveness
Another important factor to evaluate is operational 
effectiveness, which, according to FSG, is the least 
examined area of a collective impact initiative. But 
it’s also one of the most critical, because if cross-sec-
tor organizations are not collaborating effectively, the 
initiative will not succeed at scale. 

For example, how well are partner organizations 
following a common agenda? Do partners’ activities 
reinforce one another? Are organizations sharing 
in decisions about policies, programs and use of 
resources? How effective are the communications 
between cross-sector organizations that historically 
have not worked together? 

Long-term outcomes, by definition, take a long time 
to manifest. So leading collaboratives are evaluating 
the day-to-day effectiveness of the project’s opera-
tions, which will ultimately influence the achievement 
of outcomes down the road. It’s about assessing 

whether the collaborative is doing what it said it 
would do, showing that things are changing on many 
different levels, and then reporting that progress to 
funders and other stakeholders who want evidence 
that the project is working.

The Wisconsin Obesity Prevention Network, for 
example, is using surveys and social network 
analysis to assess its progress on a key strategy: 
increasing two-way communication and exchange 
of resources among partners in obesity prevention. 
This kind of measurement doesn’t tie to a specific 
obesity intervention, but the quality of the working 
relationship between partners certainly influences 
long-term outcomes. 

Final Thoughts
In today’s economic climate, funders are trying to 
increase the return on their community investments, 
while nonprofits vie to do more with less amid 
decreasing government support. This landscape has 
paved the way for a new, collaborative, cross-sector 
approach to solving large-scale social problems. But 
this model brings with it numerous challenges, not 
the least of which is the evaluation of success. This 
evaluation is all the more formidable when targeted 
outcomes are long term but funders want to see prog-
ress in the short term. 

In response, leading initiatives are measuring the ef-
fectiveness of their collaboratives while they wait for 
specific solutions — and long-term outcomes — to 
take shape. This kind of ongoing, internal evaluation 
is a critical step on the road to success. 

Contact Us
For more information about the Challenge for a 
Healthier Louisiana or other programs of the 
Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana Foundation, 
please contact us at foundation@bcbsla.com.
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About the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana Foundation
The Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana Foundation is building a healthier Louisiana through community outreach and 
charitable giving. In addition to the Challenge for a Healthier Louisiana, the Foundation has two signature programs: 
the Angel Award®, annual recognition of outstanding Louisiana volunteers who improve the quality of life for at-risk children, 
and Smart Bodies®, a school-based program to prevent childhood obesity. Blue Cross also contributes nearly $2 million annually 
to various nonprofit organizations throughout the state that contribute to health, education and the overall quality of life in 
Louisiana communities. The Foundation is funded solely through Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Louisiana.
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