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Abstract 

Collective Impact (CI) is a framework for collaborative social change that has gained 

considerable attention over the past seven years. In this article we review the peer-reviewed 

academic research on the CI framework to understand what is known about its use. Nineteen 

articles were located. We identified four themes in the research: A need to adapt CI to the 

specific context, its technical nature, the importance of relationships, and concerns about 

power and equity. The literature on the CI framework is in its infancy and as such tends to 

focus on capacity building or model development. Whilst CI promotes important discussion 

about collaboration and social change, issues of power, equity and grass-roots engagement 

require further attention.  

 

Implications 

• Peer reviewed academic research on the application of CI is at an early stage and further 

research is needed. 

• Social workers should carefully consider critiques of CI before adopting this framework 

for social change. 
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Collective Impact (CI) has been defined as an “approach to achieving large-scale social 

change” (Hanleybrown, Kania, & Kramer, 2012, p. 2), a “model of social progress” (Kania & 

Kramer, 2013, para 6) and “an evolving framework for community change” (Cabaj & 

Weaver, 2016, p. 1). Whether defined as an approach, model or framework, the interest in CI 

since its introduction in 2011 as a way of creating change in a wide variety of contexts has 

been remarkable (Cabaj & Weaver, 2016). In 2016 it was estimated there were more than 80 

“collective impact-style” projects occurring in Australia alone (Graham & Weaver, 2016, as 

cited in Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017).  

In this article, we seek to determine what the peer-reviewed research literature reveals about 

the use of the CI framework (for consistency, we use the term “CI framework” throughout). 

While grey literature and commentary about CI has proliferated, arguably less attention has 

been directed to an analysis of the peer-reviewed academic research. We take a critical social 

work approach to review the available peer-reviewed academic research on programs or 

projects that have used the CI framework. Our aim is to better understand where and how this 

framework has been used, and what is known about its usefulness in terms of impacts, and 

intended or emergent outcomes. We begin by outlining the critical lens through which we 

have approached this review.  

Critical Approach 

We have taken a broadly critical stance to our exploration of the CI framework that 

encompasses the principles of critical social work as articulated by authors such as Allen 

(2009) and Pease, Goldingay, Hosken, & Nipperess (2016). These include a commitment to 

social justice and equality, working with oppressed and marginalised communities, a 

questioning of social and cultural norms and assumptions, a power analysis, and “an 

orientation towards emancipatory personal and social change” (Allen, 2009, p. 41). Further, 

the related “critical community practice” asserts that the problems experienced by 

communities have their roots in “structural inequalities and institutional oppression within 

society as a whole” (Butcher et al., 2007, p. 18). Forde and Lynch’s (2015) work specifically 

on social work and community development provides a critical perspective that informs our 

approach. They argue that the practice of community development has moved away from 

conflict approaches focusing on power analysis and emancipatory social change, towards 

neoliberal, corporate models that stress efficiency, control, value-adding, and streamlining 

within existing systems. A critical approach to social work practice with communities 

requires examination of the values that underpin the work we are doing. Given the 
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enthusiastic up-take of the CI framework as a way of working to address social issues, a 

critical analysis of the peer-reviewed research literature on the use of the framework is 

required. Such an analysis involves directing a “spotlight on power relationships within 

society so as to expose the forces of hegemony and injustice” (Crotty, 1998, p. 157). For our 

purposes, this means examining the available CI literature to consider the “taken for granted” 

values within the framework, and the relationship between these values and the contemporary 

neoliberal social context.  

Collective Impact  

The CI framework involves cross-sector, interdisciplinary collaborative work aimed at 

addressing complex social problems. CI is a place-based approach that has been used to guide 

work ranging from small neighbourhood-sized projects through to long-term, multi-state 

programs. In the Australian context, CI has often been applied in relation to improving 

health, wellbeing, and education outcomes for children and families (for examples of such 

programs see opportunitychild.com.au, areapartnerships.vic.gov.au). CI involves stakeholders 

such as organisations, community leaders, government, and business, coming together to 

develop a common understanding of a problem and working collaboratively to address it 

(Kania & Kramer 2011).  

The term “collective impact” originated from an article by Kania and Kramer published in 

2011 in the Stanford Social Innovation Review (Kania & Kramer, 2011), a magazine and 

website published by The Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society. They argued 

that due to the size and the complexity of social issues, “Major funders…have abandoned 

many of their efforts in frustration after acknowledging their lack of progress” (Kania & 

Kramer, 2011, p. 36). They suggested that single organisation initiatives, at best, provide only 

an “isolated impact” that does not contribute to systemic change (p. 38), and concluded that 

“complex problems can be solved only by cross-sector coalitions that engage those outside 

the non-profit sector” (Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 39). 

Kania and Kramer (2011) identified the successful elements of four large-scale, cross-sector 

collaborative projects aimed at creating positive change in such areas as educational 

achievement, obesity prevention or reduction, environmental repair/conservation, and poverty 

reduction. Five “conditions of collective success” were articulated: a common agenda, shared 

measurement, mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone 

support (Kania & Kramer, 2011, pp. 39–40). A common agenda takes time to develop, needs 
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to be based on available data and informs the direction and focus of the entire project. Shared 

measurement encourages the coordinated collection, analysis and sharing of relevant data to 

increase understanding of the social issues at hand, and also to facilitate program evaluation. 

Mutually reinforcing activities value-add to the collaborative partners’ efforts and help to 

keep the focus on the shared agenda. Continuous communication is a mechanism through 

which the other conditions are realised, and the backbone support may be the coordinator or 

facilitator, or both, of the CI project. The backbone might be one of the collaboration partners 

or a person or organisation specifically assigned to this role by the collaboration. Kania and 

Kramer acknowledge there is limited evidence for the CI approach (2011, p. 38), that funding 

long-term, multi-sector collaborations is costly (p. 41), and backbone facilitators need 

specific expertise (p. 40). However, they argue that funders have the power to influence 

organisations to work collaboratively and call for funders to catalyse social change by 

investing in CI initiatives.  

In 2012, Hanleybrown, Kania, and Kramer (2012, pp. 1–2) described the response to the 

2011 article, stating that “Hundreds of organisations and individuals from every continent in 

the world, even including the White House, have reached out to describe their efforts to use 

collective impact and to ask for more guidance on how to implement these principles”. Three 

preconditions for CI initiatives are articulated: having “an influential champion, adequate 

financial resources, and a sense of urgency” (Hanleybrown et al., 2012, p. 3). The evolution 

of CI into a framework is advanced with a typology of backbone organisations and the 

description of three distinct phases; (1) initiate action, (2) organise for impact, and (3) sustain 

action and impact. Although they are transparent about the “messy and fragile process” of 

implementing CI, they suggest it is the only way that complex social issues can be addressed 

(Hanleybrown et al., 2012, p. 8). 

In the subsequent years, there have been various adjustments and clarifications to the CI 

framework by the original authors, through an online forum hosted by FSG (where Kania and 

Kramer are on the Board of Directors), and by collaborating organisations, such as the 

Tamarack Institute. These have included: 

• An explanation of the links between CI, complexity theory, and the concept of emergence 

(Kania & Kramer, 2013); 
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• A call to focus on equity as “the five conditions of collective impact, implemented 

without attention to equity, are not enough to create lasting change” (Kania & Kramer, 

2015, p. 1); 

• A set of eight “principles” for CI to be used with the five conditions (Brady & Splansky 

Juster, 2016); 

• “Collective Impact 3.0” which calls for CI to shift from a managerial focus to a 

movement building focus (Cabaj & Weaver, 2016). Cabaj and Weaver (2016, p. 12) 

conclude that “the jury is still out on the ability of CI efforts to generate deep, wide, and 

sustained impact on tough societal challenges”. 

Criticisms of CI 

Our critical lens demands we turn our attention to critiques of CI. Debate appeared soon after 

the framework was first articulated and concentrates on four main areas: (1) power and 

equity; (2) existing community change knowledge; (3) a corporate, “top down” focus; and (4) 

uncritical advocacy for collaboration. First, authors argue the CI framework does not 

adequately attend to issues of power and equity (particularly in relation to ethnicity, gender, 

and socioeconomic status), and promulgates projects that focus on operating within unequal 

and unjust power structures rather than seeking to challenge or address these (Barnes et al., 

2014; Christens & Inzeo, 2015; Wolff, 2016; Wolff et. al., 2017). Critics note that decisions 

to use the CI framework tend to come from “above” rather than from communities or 

populations experiencing the social issue being addressed (Gillam, Counts, & Garstka, 2016, 

p. 209). There appears to be a focus on ensuring leaders in business, non-profit organisations, 

government, and philanthropy are actively engaged in CI. Less attention is paid to supporting 

meaningful engagement with the communities or populations who are most impacted by, or 

problematised in the definition of, the “large scale social issues” being targeted (Barnes et al., 

2014, p. 12). Inattention to power differences (in terms of age, gender, culture, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status) within communities also risks passively reproducing inequality 

through CI initiatives that do not address systemic privileges or allow actors to remain “often 

unaware of the full extent of their complicity in any negative outcomes, or of how their roles 

and actions reinforce those of others” (Ryan, 2014, p. 10).  

Second, authors argue that CI has neglected to acknowledge decades of experience, theory, 

and research in community organising, coalition- and collaboration-building, community 

engagement, development, and social movement literature (Christens & Inzeo, 2015; Wolff 
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2016; Wolff et al., 2017). Third, the CI framework utilises a top down, “business consulting” 

approach to change (Cabaj & Weaver, 2016; Wolff, 2017; Wolff et al., 2017). This is 

reflected in the language of the framework, the focus on high-level, powerful stakeholders, 

the call for shared measurement of particular (quantitative) kinds to demonstrate outcomes 

for dollars spent, and the notion of value-adding by encouraging multiple sectors and 

stakeholders to collaborate (Wolff et al., 2017). 

Finally, the notion that collaboration is intrinsically good has also been challenged. Christens 

and Inzeo (2015, p. 422) considered the reasons for the “widespread emergence of a 

preference for collaboration across organizational systems” in the United States of America. 

They found a broad trend related to government strategies of outsourcing service provision to 

not-for-profits as a way to reduce cost and obligation. This resulted in the growth of the not-

for-profit sector, but also contributed to a fragmented service system. Hence, “the zeitgeist 

for greater coordination of organizational efforts is therefore at least partially explained by 

the increasingly complex, disconnected, and competitive terrain of local organizational 

ecologies” (Christens & Inzeo, 2015, pp. 422–423). Therefore, community-driven 

collaboration can be used to fill the gaps created by neoliberal governance, or even to justify 

further cuts to government services, and its uncritical embrace as the only solution to 

complex social issues should be questioned (Christens & Inzeo, 2015).  

 

Methods 

We seek to determine what the peer-reviewed research literature reveals about the use of the 

CI framework in practice. Our aim is to understand where and how this framework has been 

used, and what is known about its usefulness in terms of impacts and intended or emergent 

outcomes. To do this we have undertaken a narrative review, recommended for the critical 

analysis of a diverse body of literature (Ferrari, 2015). We have strengthened this with a 

transparent, systematic search strategy (Collins & Fauser, 2005). A qualitative, inductive 

thematic analysis (Bearman & Dawson, 2013; Thomas, 2006) has been used to synthesise the 

findings from articles located using the search strategy identified below. This method allows 

us to identify, analyse, and summarise key themes in the published research, and identify 

emerging areas of critique and omission in this body of scholarship.  
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Search Strategy 

The search strategy is based on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 

Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009). A search 

strategy was developed and undertaken using the following electronic data bases: Scopus, 

Web of Science, JSTOR, and EBSCO. The search term (“collective impact”) was used in 

each of the databases. In total, there were 773 returns, with 188 duplicates. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Our search included only research published in peer-reviewed academic journals, and articles 

were excluded if primary data were not reported, or if the methods for primary data collection 

were not described. Grey literature and commentary about CI were excluded. As the first 

articles about CI were published in 2011, this review focuses on articles published between 

2011 and 2017. Only English language studies were included.  

Data Management 

The second author reviewed all search returns, removed duplicates, and then all content not 

related to the topic (e.g., articles that use the phrase “collective impact” in a generic sense 

rather than in reference to the CI framework). Both authors then independently screened all 

returns against the inclusion and exclusion criteria by reviewing the abstracts and divided the 

articles into the following categories: include, exclude, maybe (Figure 1). The authors 

discussed each article and whether it met the inclusion criteria to create the final set of 

articles for analysis.  

Data Analysis 

The final set of articles were re-read by both authors and the summary tables (Tables 1 and 2) 

were developed together. This process allowed both authors to become well acquainted with 

each article. Both authors completed an independent preliminary open coding process 

(Thomas, 2006). We then discussed the range of codes we had located, and together 

collapsed these into themes. Any discrepancies were discussed and themes were developed to 

satisfy both authors. The critical approach meant our interpretation of what is known about 

the usefulness, impacts, and outcomes of CI was influenced by an interest in how the CI work 

was contextualised, how the community or target population was engaged, and if and how 

power was conceptualised or addressed.  

[INSERT FIGURE 1: SEARCH SUMMARY FLOW CHART NEAR HERE] 
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Results 

 

[INSERT TABLE 1 CITATIONS NEAR HERE] 

The 19 articles that meet the inclusion criteria are shown in Table 1. They describe a range of 

different projects and varied applications of the CI framework (see Table 2). Most (14) 

examine projects in the USA, with the remainder being from Australia (3) and Canada (2). 

The projects operated at varying scales; seven are statewide projects, four are smaller scale 

projects (i.e., district, region, or neighbourhood), and four are multi-state projects. The most 

frequent focus populations for the projects are youth or teenagers (6), staff, organisations, 

services, and businesses (6), and families (5). Notably, some projects have more than one 

focus population.  

[INSERT TABLE 2 SUMMARY OF ALL 19 NEAR HERE] 

Various research aims were identified in the literature (see Table 1). Four articles examine 

the role or perspective of one partner organisation type in CI and four describe the process of 

adopting or using CI. Other research aims include: describing how CI has been adapted or 

combined with other models, describing processes of an existing collaboration, and critically 

examining the processes and practices of CI partners. The most frequently stated 

methodological approach is case study (9 articles); however, it is noteworthy that seven 

articles did not overtly specify a research methodology. Interviews are the most frequently 

used data source (9 articles), followed by document or archival analysis (7), and surveys (7). 

The research participants in most articles (13) are from partner organisations, and only three 

studies included participants from the focus population of the CI project.  

Eight articles use the CI framework solely as an analytical tool to interpret or discuss an 

existing collaborative project. Nine articles report projects that have purposefully 

implemented the CI framework from the beginning of the project, while three describe how 

existing collaborative projects had rearticulated or reconfigured their processes to better align 

with the CI framework. Only two provide CI project outcome data. Seventeen articles focus 

exclusively on the process of preparing for, implementing, and maintaining a collaborative or 

CI project.  

Thematic Synthesis of 19 Articles 
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In our analysis of what is known about the usefulness, impacts, and outcomes of CI, the 

following four themes were drawn from the articles.  

The CI Framework Requires Contextual Adaptation  

The CI framework has been variously adapted by collaboratives and combined with other 

models or theories. For example, Klaus and Saunders (2016) report on the “Roots to Fruits of 

Sustainable Community Change” model that draws on the CI framework alongside 

community coalition action theory, a psychosocial model of community readiness, 

complexity theory, diffusion of innovation theory, and inclusive decision-making and 

governance. Others highlight the adoption of the CI framework by an existing collaborative. 

For instance, Meinen et al. (2016) suggest that established collaboratives can adopt the CI 

framework and benefit from it, but highlight particular challenges with developing shared 

measurement systems. Other articles demonstrate that pre-existing collaborative approaches 

meet the conditions of the CI framework or use the CI framework to reflect on their work. 

Amed et al. (2015) evaluate community-based participatory research initiatives and find that 

their initiatives align with the five conditions of CI. These varying uses of the CI framework 

reveal that it is being used flexibly and is often combined with established norms, values, and 

ways of working (Daun-Barnett & Lamm, 2012; LeChasseur, 2016), or explicitly combined 

with other models or theories. Indeed, Daun-Barnett and Lamm (2012) note that CI is one of 

several theories for achieving social change, and Flood, Minkler, Hennessey Lavery, Estrada, 

and Falbe (2015) advocate its use alongside “tried and true” methods. 

Relationships and Trust are Critical  

These studies highlight that more than the five conditions of CI are required for effective 

collaboration. Meinen et al. (2016) argue that relationships and trust are key to successful 

collaboration, but these are not explicitly addressed in the CI framework, and Easterling 

(2013) observes the importance of longstanding relationships and mature networks for 

effective collective action. These ideas are echoed by Amed et al. (2015, p. e431), who 

further note that “convincing funders of the importance of investing resources in building 

relationships and co-developing the initiative in partnership with community stakeholders” is 

a key challenge.  

CI Framework Can Be Complex and Technical 

The complex and technical nature of implementing CI is suggested in articles that focus on 

preparing to implement CI and address issues of data sharing. For instance, Bradley, Chibber, 
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Cozier, Meulen, and Ayres-Griffin (2017) evaluate a peer-learning network that met over a 

one year period to build capacity and knowledge about CI and to develop confidence in being 

able to explain it. Banyai and Fleming (2016) report using a framework called Tribal 

Alchemy and the Getting to Outcomes model for capacity building to better implement the CI 

framework. It is notable, too, that much of this work to prepare for CI focuses on 

organisational capacity, rather than capacity building with community members. Other 

articles develop frameworks to connect CI with existing models, programs, or theories. Wood 

(2016), for instance, develops an analytical framework to describe a process to link 

community indicators, CI, and community resilience systems to enable communities to 

identify challenges and work towards addressing them. The importance of sharing data is 

emphasised in the CI framework, yet many articles reveal the complexity of achieving this 

(Meinen et al., 2016), the potential for data collection and management issues to overwhelm, 

and for organisations that cannot share data to be marginalised within CI projects (Cooper, 

2017). 

Power and Equity Require Attention 

Some articles note a lack of attention to social justice, equity, and power within the CI 

framework (Amed et al., 2015; Cooper, 2017; Daun-Barnett & Lamm, 2012; Flood et al., 

2015; LeChasseur, 2016). LeChasseur (2016, p. 231) argues that the organisations and people 

(e.g., CEOs) that are positioned as critical to achieving social change in CI reflect “market 

logics of power” and allow already powerful individuals to “set the partnership’s agenda and 

make decisions about appropriate strategies and use of resources” such that CI is more likely 

to reinforce than challenge existing power inequalities. Cooper (2017) similarly notes the 

emphasis on involving top-level leadership, particularly business leaders, and the consequent 

focus on business sector practices in CI. Others highlight the absence of advocacy for social 

change and justice in the CI framework (Flood et al., 2015), and the importance of 

community engagement as a foundational step for CI—particularly to develop emergent 

rather than predetermined solutions (Amed et al., 2015). 

The varying ability of different organisations and groups to participate in CI projects is also 

noted. Cooper (2017) found that the very structure of CI restricts the participation of 

nonprofits whose participation becomes contingent on having time and resources to allow 

participation, being able to “buy in” to the project, or in some cases on being able to collect 

and share data. Daun-Barnett and Lamm (2012), Easterling (2013), and Millesen (2015) 

examine the roles community foundations play in collaborative and CI projects and highlight 
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the questionable sustainability of community foundations as backbone organisations. Others 

have noted that community members themselves, the apparent focus of CI, are seldom able to 

participate in the decision-making and governance of CI projects (Cooper, 2017; Wood, 

2016). Indeed, within the published research that has been conducted on CI initiatives to 

date—with only two exceptions (Gustafson et al., 2017; Savage & Pollard, 2016)—most 

participants in the research are from partner organisations that participated in a CI project or 

other collaboration, rather than the community group that is nominally the focus. LeChasseur 

(2016, p. 237) suggests that although the central tenets of CI promulgate an approach to 

community development that does not attend to power or inequality issues, partnerships can 

use shared measurement and data to critically reflect and act on systemic inequities, and that 

“it is possible to ignore collective impact’s messages about focusing collaboration entirely on 

executive leaders and high-level power players” to better include community members.  

Discussion 

The CI framework was articuled in 2011, hence the research about its use is naturally in its 

infancy. Much of the research to date has used CI as an analytical lens through which to 

consider pre-existing collaborations, or describe the preparation, early processes, and 

capacity building activities of new CI projects. As of early 2018, there was little evidence in 

the academic research literature to support claims that the CI framework generates large scale 

social change (Kania & Kramer, 2011; Hanleybrown, Kania, & Kramer, 2013). It is, of 

course, early days. Yet it is important to reflect on the critiques presented earlier.  

Firstly, community voices are largely absent in the research presented here. There is almost 

no evidence of nonprofessional, community-member involvement in the selection of the 

social issues being addressed by CI projects and little evidence of inclusion in the research 

either as participants or co-researchers. When we consider Forde and Lynch’s (2015) 

arguments about the neoliberal shift of community development practice towards business-

model, top-down approaches, this lack of community involvement in CI from the outset is 

concerning. A lack of community voice curtails much needed challenges to the entrenched 

vested interests of the status quo. If change is to occur then people experiencing complex, 

problematic social issues must be part of defining and guiding the CI collaboration agenda. 

The desire to address complex social issues without an analysis of the economic, political, 

and social structures that create and perpetuate these issues is problematic. While the CI 

framework highlights the importance of system changes, and has been amended to provide 
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room for thinking about equity (Kania & Kramer 2015), it remains a concern in the literature 

presented here (Amed et al., 2015; Cooper, 2017; Daun-Barnett & Lamm, 2012; Flood et al., 

2015; LeChasseur, 2016). The limited ability of small scale, not-for-profit organisations to 

participate in CI projects with larger institutions (who may be funding the project) is also an 

important consideration for the future of CI work (Cooper 2017), particularly as it is often 

these smaller organisations that are called upon to represent and advocate for community 

members (Christens & Inzeo, 2015; Ryan, 2014). This review highlights a lack of analysis of 

the causes of social issues, and little critical thinking about the nature of “community” or 

“collaboration” as mechanisms through which to achieve large scale change.  

Many articles position the need for multisectoral collaboration to address social issues as 

foundational (Amed et al., 2015; Carman, 2015; Gustafson et al., 2017), and some also assert 

that the CI framework will inherently enhance collaboration practices (Bradley et al., 2017; 

Carman, 2015). This drive for increased collaboration is linked to political and economic 

contexts, and in particular the current diversity of health and social service providers and 

consequent issues of silos, competition, and poor coordination (Flood et al., 2015; Julian, 

Bartkowiak-Théron, Hallam, & Hughes, 2017; Markle-Reid et al., 2017). There are obvious 

power imbalances when collaborations involving powerful institutions, whose interests and 

practices have arguably contributed to creating large scale social problems, are instrumental 

in defining “problems” and devising ways to “solve” them (Christens & Inzeo, 2015; Ryan, 

2014).  

Many of the projects overviewed in the research presented here have integrated or adapted 

the CI framework with other community participation or social change models (Daun-Barnett 

& Lamm, 2012; LeChasseur, 2016). This is potentially a strength of the CI framework. 

Others point out that attempting to adhere to the principles, preconditions and phases is 

costly, time consuming, overly directive, and confusing to many stakeholders (Barnes et al 

2014; Gillam et.al, 2016). If a shared agenda and associated evaluation systems have not been 

developed with the “target population”, then they may be meaningless to them.  

Limitations of the Review 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were narrow by necessity but have privileged a particular 

type of knowledge and limited our learning to that context. Only English language studies 

were considered, which may have limited the sample.  
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Conclusion 

The rapid adoption of the CI framework requires the evidence for, and experiences of, using 

this framework. This review of the emerging body of scholarship on CI demonstrates that the 

research available up the end of 2017 typically describes combining the CI framework with 

other models, or organisational preparation to implement CI. The treatment of power and 

equity as supplementary—rather than fundamental—considerations in CI, remains 

problematic, as does the lack of community voice. While CI has invigorated the discussion 

about collaboration for social change, future studies that prioritise the perspectives of 

community members as participants and co-researchers in CI would be particularly welcome.  
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Table 1 Summary of the Research Aims and Methods in the Literature 

 

Number Citation Research aim Methods Key Findings 

1 Amed, S., Naylor, P.-J., Pinkney, S., 
Shea, S., Mâsse, L. C., Berg, S., . . . 
Wharf Higgins, J. (2015) 

To describe the SCOPE 
experience  

Process evaluation using 
project data, web analytics 
and interviews  

Project “template aligns with five conditions of CI, 
community engagement is the foundational step” 

2 Banyai, C., & Fleming, D. (2016) Unclear. Article describes the 
process of capacity building for 
CI 

Evaluation surveys (no 
details) with 278 nonprofit 
organisations  

Capacity building work (via Tribal Alchemy and 
Getting to Outcomes approaches) is necessary for 
successful CI. It was too early to report on CI itself.  

3 Bradley, K., Chibber, K. S., Cozier, 
N., Meulen, P. V., & Ayres-Griffin, 
C. (2017) 

To evaluate the Healthy Start 
CI–Peer Learning Network 
workshops 

Mixed methods evaluation 
using interviews with 
grantees (n = 3), grantee 
group discussions (n = 57), 
grantee survey (n = 141 pre, 
46 interim, 40 post) and 
facilitator assessments (n = 
9) 

Grantee workshop participation increased knowledge 
about CI, tools and confidence to explain CI, and 
improved relationships.  

4 Carman, A. L. (2015) To describe the provision of 
backbone support activities  

Pilot study. Descriptive case 
study integrating data from 
an “accreditation readiness 
survey” completed by local 
health departments 

The project produced a “dynamic process that grew 
to meet additional needs with each application" (p. 4) 

5 Cooper, K. R. (2017) “to explore how nonprofit 
organizations dominate or are 
sidelined in two education-
based CI initiatives” (p. 499) 

Case study (2 cases) 
including interviews (n = 
20), surveys (n = 116 and n 
= 65), and meeting notes 

Not-for-profits make up a large proportion of 
organisations participating in CI. Yet the structure of 
CI limits the way they are able to participate  
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6 Daun-Barnett, N., & Lamm, H. 
(2012) 

To understand “the roles, 
success, and challenges reported 
by CFs [community 
foundations] partnered in the 
formation of LCANS” (p. 75) 

Exploratory case study (part 
of a formative evaluation) 
using 3 focus groups with 23 
CF reps.  

“[O]ur conclusion is that most communities deviate 
from the CI model” (p. 74). There are concerns about 
the sustainability of CFs as backbone supports 

7 Easterling, D. (2013) Unclear. Article focus is on 
describing “how a funder can be 
a constructive force in moving a 
group of organizations towards 
high impact collective action” 
(p. 69) 

Case study (published 
material and in-depth 
interviews with steering 
committee members (n = 6)) 

A mature network is required for CI. Funders can add 
value to the organisations and networks doing CI. 
Long-term commitment of funding bodies is required  

8 Flood, J., Minkler, M., Hennessey 
Lavery, S., Estrada, J., & Falbe, J. 
(2015) 

To “illustrate how CI strategies, 
augmented by the [community 
coalition action theory] CCAT, 
are being used, and with what 
success or challenges, to help 
affect” change. (p. 654) 

Multi-method case study. 
Includes interviews with 
coalition members and 
policy makers (n = 9), focus 
group (n = 5) and 
observation at forums. 

“CI appears to have utility as a conceptual framework 
in health promotion but one that may usefully be 
augmented by some ‘tried and true’ insights and 
strategies from CCAT.” (p. 655) 

9 Gustafson, A., McGladrey, M., Liu, 
E., Peritore, N., Webber, K., 
Butterworth, B., & Vail, A. (2017) 

To “provide baseline data 
concerning the needs and assets 
of these heterogeneous rural 
counties to guide the 3-year 
project in a way that tailored 
interventions to these counties’ 
distinct characters” (p. 2) 

Random digit dial survey (N 
= 756) of 6 rural county 
residents with obesity rates 
of >40% 

A set of baseline data about perceptions of obesity 
was gathered  

10 Gwynne, K., McCowen, D., Cripps, 
S., Lincoln, M., Irving, M., & 
Blinkhorn, A. (2017) 

To “compare two models of oral 
health care for Aboriginal 
people including those living in 
rural NSW to inform future 
policy direction” (p. 208) 

Comparative retrospective 
cost benefit analysis of 2 
models.  

“Based on the standardized national weighted pricing 
for public dentistry, model B (CI) offers significantly 
more services for less financial resources” (p. 208) 

11 Julian, R., Bartkowiak-Théron, I., 
Hallam, J., & Hughes, C. (2017) 

To examine “existing 
collaborations between health 
and law enforcement worldwide 
and in the Tasmanian context” 
(p. 80) 

Multi-method. Review of 9 
existing projects and views 
of practitioners at a 
workshop (no participant 
numbers) 

Strengths: information sharing, communication, 
focus, improved case management, trust and respect. 
Weaknesses: lack of senior management support, 
NGO involvement, demonstrable impact and 
agreement on indicators. Irregular attendance, need 
for a full-time liaison person, inconsistent follow up, 
predominance of police as key agency, siloed 
funding/budgets. 
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12 Klaus, T. W., & Saunders, E. (2016) To “monitor and measure 
progress on the R2F factors and 
processes” (p. 252) 

Evaluation survey of grantee 
coalition members using an 
instrument developed from a 
review of literature (N = 99) 
– 

Most survey participants were white, female 
professionals, few individual community members. 
Results include: 1–5 scale where 1 is “disagree”.  
More than 3.5 scored on community readiness, 

formation, transformation, evaluation and 
satisfaction scales.  

Less than 3.5 on conversations/engagement, 
legitimisation and normalisation  

13 Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J., Osofsky, 
H., Osofsky, J., Rohrer, G., & 
Rehner, T. (2017) 

To describe the processes of 
linking four state-specific 
partnerships  

Not stated. Archival and 
program materials used  

Three strategies for collaborative success are 
articulated: “(i) Reciprocal participation in the 
backbone organisation (ii) creation and comparison 
of state-specific… logic models and activities; and 
(iii) cross-fertilisation among the state-specific logic 
models” (s11) 

14 LeChasseur, K. (2016) To examine practices of 
partners applying CI to their 
community change work to 
understand the potential of CI to 
acknowledge and explicitly 
address inequities 

Qualitative discourse 
analysis (articles on CI) and 
analysis of 2 partnerships 
using documentary analysis, 
focus groups, interviews 
with stakeholder 
organisations 

It is possible to adjust the CI model to support 
explicitly equity-oriented practices.  

Pre-existing collaboratives layered CI with their 
own norms and foundational tenets, and ignored the 
emphasis on high level-leaders in collaborative 
action. 

Shared measurement has potential to shift focus 
and inquiry to systemic inequities. 

15 Markle-Reid, M., Dykeman, C., 
Ploeg, J., Kelly Stradiotto, C., 
Andrews, A., Bonomo, S., . . . Salker, 
N. (2017) 

To find out what collaborative 
leadership practices public 
health professionals use to 
engage community partners in 
fall prevention initiatives for 
community-dwelling older 
adults 

Exploratory, retrospective 
multiple case study. 

Semi-structured 
interviews, & focus groups 
with 32 public health 
professionals from 4 case 
studies  

Themes include: Tailoring approaches to address 
context; making connections between people and 
organisations; enabling communication, shaping the 
vision; skill building to mobilise and take action; 
orchestrating people and projects contributing 
information and experience 

16 Meinen, A., Hilgendorf, A., Korth, A. 
L., Christens, B. D., Breuer, C., 
Joyner, H., . . . Stader, K. (2016) 

To explore the efforts of the 
WECOPI to adopt CI 

Multi-method study: 
Archival documents, 
interviews with 7 leaders, 
surveys (n = 25) 

Collaboratives do not have to start out as CI to adopt 
the model and benefit from it. However, more than 
the 5 conditions are needed to function well. 
Relationships and trust are keys to success. 

17 Millesen, J. (2015) To reflect on how a funding 
collaborative, Appalachia Ohio 
Funder Group (AOFG) works in 
rural Appalachian context 

Multi-method research: 
archival documents, 
minutes, reports etc. 
Interviews with 9 AOFG 
members and 2 consultants  

5 conditions of CI are useful for considering and 
categorising, but do not “provide the ideal lens 
through which to view the work of the AOFG” (p. 
142). Relationships are critical for “reconciling the 
multiple interests” of partners and “the opportunity 
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costs and rewards” of participating in collective 
action (p. 147). Standardised models and processes 
for collective work have limitations, and there is a 
need for experimentation and sharing 

18 Savage, J., & Pollard, V. (2016). To develop a model (4P) to 
better support academic 
sessional staff 

Qualitative, interviews. With 
permanent (n = 4) and 
sessional staff (n = 10). 

Collegial academic identity of sessional staff was 
partially achieved in phase 1.  

19 Wood, D. M. (2016) To identify factors and 
processes that influence the 
ability of Community Indicator 
Programs (CIP) to facilitate CI 
and to provide a model to assess 
or inform the construction of a 
CIP for CI programs 

Examination of 2 influential 
cases, testing causation 
hypotheses 

CIP is an important part of collective impact, CIP 
supports development of a common agenda and sense 
of urgency. However, “prioritising through 
deliberation tended to occur mostly at the stakeholder 
level” (p. 204). An analytical model of a 
“Community Resilience System” is developed that 
draws on CIP and CI  



Table 2 Summary of Project Foci and Use of CI 

Location Project Aim/Focus 
(Projects can fit in more 

than one category) 

How is the CI 
framework used? 

Scale of the intervention Collaboration Status Target population(s) 
 

USA = 14 
(Articles: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 12, 13,14, 16, 17, 19) 

Improve health/decrease 
mortality = 10 
(Articles: 1, 3, 8, 9, 10, 12, 
13, 16, 15, 19) 

Purposeful use of the CI 
Framework = 9 
(Articles: 2, 4, 5, 9, 10, 11, 
12, 13, 18) 

Statewide (1 state) = 7 
(Articles: 1, 4, 5,6, 9, 16, 
19) 

Pre-existing = 9 
(Articles: 3, 6, 7, 8, 14, 16, 
15, 17, 19) 

Children = 4  
(Articles: 1, 3, 14, 16) 
 

Australia = 3 
(Articles: 10, 11, 18) 

Improve access to 
education/literacy = 4 
(Articles: 2, 5, 6, 14) 

Retrofit of existing 
collaborative project = 3 
(Articles: 3,14, 16) 

Multiple states = 4 
(Articles: 3, 7, 12 ,13) 

New project = 7 
(Articles: 1, 2, 4, 5, 10, 13, 
18) 

Youth = 6 
(Articles: 2, 5, 6, 12, 14, 
19) 

Canada = 2 
(Articles: 1, 15) 
 

Capacity building for 
organisations or backbone 
organisations = 3  
(Articles: 2, 4, 18) 

Uses CI Framework as an 
analytical tool = 8 
(Articles: 1, 6, 7, 8, 14, 15, 
17, 19) 

District/region/ 
neighbourhood/city = 4 
(Articles: 8, 14, 17, 19) 

Not yet existing (planning) 
= 2 
(Articles: 9, 11) 

Staff/organisations/service
s/businesses = 6 
(Articles: 4, 7, 8, 10, 14, 
18) 

 General community 
building = 2 
(Articles: 14, 17) 

Unclear = 1 
(Article: 18) 

Other = 4 
(Articles: 2, 11, 15, 18) 

Finished = 1 
(Article: 12) 

Families = 5 
(Articles: 1, 3, 14, 16, 19) 

 Economic development  
= 1  
(Article: 7) 

    Adults = 4 
(Articles: 2, 5, 13, 15) 

      Communities = 1 
(Article: 17) 

      Systems, policies = 4 
(Articles: 8, 9, 11, 13) 
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