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Executive Summary  

Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to provide information to Ecojustice on smart practices for 

developing and integrating community partnership initiatives into its existing program 

complement to enhance the organization’s impact and ability fulfill its mission of using the law 

to defend nature, combat climate change, and fight for a healthy environment for all. For the 

purposes of this report, community partnership initiatives are defined as mission-driven, 

community-centered projects rooted in meaningful, reciprocal relationships. They require a de-

emphasis on functional silos and the allocation of subject matter expertise toward a collective 

strategic outcome. 

 

While Ecojustice collaborates with subject experts and works with other environmental 

organizations or individuals in a solicitor-client capacity on a regular basis, it has few established 

mechanisms to 'hear' perspectives from the communities it serves or provide opportunities for 

community members to partner in the delivery of the organization's work. This report provides 

insight on how Ecojustice might address this engagement gap. This report also builds knowledge 

on the topic of community partnerships in the field of nonprofit leadership and management.  

 

The findings presented in this report draw upon semi-structured interviews with staff from five 

environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United States that have developed 

and implemented community partnership initiatives, an assessment of academic and grey 

literature, and a review of Ecojustice’s internal strategy documents. This report distills an 

overview of common frameworks, shared challenges, and key factors for successful initiatives 

into smart practices. It also presents options, a final recommendation, and a suggested 

implementation strategy for Ecojustice’s consideration. 
 

The primary research question this project seeks to answer is:  

• Under what conditions could, and should, Ecojustice consider developing a 

community partnership initiative? 

 

The secondary questions explored are: 

• What are common challenges to implementing community partnership 

initiatives in nonprofit settings? 

• How can community partnership initiatives help nonprofit organizations 

increase their impact and achieve their missions?  

• What are smart practices for developing and implementing community 

partnership initiatives?  
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Methodology & Methods 
This project used a smart practices methodology to inform a discussion about the conditions 

under which Ecojustice could, and should, undertake the development of a community 

partnership initiative. Bardach (2012) defines smart practices as tangible, flexible behaviours that 

are “also an expression of some underlying idea — an idea about how the actions entailed by the 

practice work to solve a problem or achieve a goal” (p. 110) and have utility in different settings. 

The smart practices highlighted in this report provide insights on approaches that have been 

implemented at other environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United 

States. They also offer learnings around each practice’s general vulnerabilities, which is defined 

as “a potential weakness of the practice that is somehow connected with its basic causal 

structure” (Bardach, 2012, p. 111). This focus offers context about organizational factors that 

may influence whether similar approaches succeed or fail in other settings. 

 

Semi-structured interviews (one in-person, four by phone) were conducted with five key 

informants or subject matter experts who were, or continue to be, instrumental to the operation of 

the community partnerships initiatives studied. The format of the interviews included scripted 

questions, the content of which were influenced by themes that surfaced during the literature 

review (see Chapter 2), but also intentionally left space for the interview to take a more 

conversational turn and explore issues of significance in more detail as they arose. This semi-

structured interview approach was selected because it posed “an attractive option for data 

collection pertaining to participants’ meanings and perceptions” (Holanda, 2018, p. 5). This 

emphasis on clarifying meaning and perception was valuable because the experience of each 

organization and initiative studied, as well as the language it uses to talk about that experience, is 

a product of its unique circumstances.  

 

Key Findings 
Findings from the primary data and the literature review demonstrate that the development and 

implementation of community partnership initiatives have significant implications for an 

organization’s culture, systems and infrastructure, and strategy. The primary data findings further 

underscore that these initiatives are most effective when they are mission-driven and customized 

to leverage an organization’s unique assets and strengths. While community partnership 

initiatives can take various forms specific to the particular circumstances of the host organization 

(e.g. community organizing or community fundraising), the primary data findings reveal 

overlapping smart practices and challenges relevant to Ecojustice’s own consideration of 

whether it could, or should, undertake the development of a community partnership initiative.  
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Community partnership initiatives & Ecojustice 

Under what conditions could, and should, Ecojustice consider developing a community 

partnership initiative? 

 

Based on research conducted for this project, Ecojustice could consider undertaking the 

development of a community partnership initiative if the following organizational conditions 

have been established: 

✓ The organization has a leadership team with the skill and capacity to identify the 

purpose, priority, people, and plan of a prospective community partnership initiative; 

✓ The organization has integrated (or has a plan to integrate) its digital systems, tools, 

and data; and 

✓ The organization has made an action-backed commitment to creating an inclusive and 

equitable environment that respects and accommodates diverse perspectives and lived 

experiences. 

 

Based on research conducted for this project, Ecojustice should consider undertaking the 

development of a community partnership initiative under the following strategic conditions: 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has a clear, credible, and 

compelling theory of change that aligns with the organization’s mission; 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has defined its community, 

engagement model, and evaluative framework or methods of measurement; and 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative’s strategy is centered on the tenets 

of community empowerment and distributed leadership.  

 

Options & Recommendations 
 This report provides options, recommendations, and a suggested implementation strategy 

for Ecojustice’s consideration, as informed by the literature review, research findings, discussion 

and analysis. 

 

Option 1: Do not proceed with community partnership initiatives at this time 

One option for Ecojustice to consider is to not proceed with undertaking community partnership 

initiatives at this time. As the research findings show, community partnership initiatives have the 

potential to help organizations increase their impact, whether by raising more money for 

mission-critical work; organizing and mobilizing a committed constituency of people capable of 

influencing the political and legal agenda; or ensuring that those who stand to be most affected 

by political and legal decisions are able to meaningfully participate in those decision-making 
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processes. However, for these initiatives to be both effective and of service to the organization’s 

mission, it is useful for certain organizational preconditions to be satisfied. These preconditions 

— alignment among senior leadership, integrated digital systems, and an organization-wide 

commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion — are also indicators of a high-functioning 

organization and, in many cases, may require several years of intentional work.  

 

Ecojustice is currently mid-way through its 2017-20 strategic plan, which mandates several 

major organizational initiatives, including expanding Ecojustice’s physical presence (by way of 

new brick-and-mortar office locations) in underserved parts of Canada, introducing an 

organization-wide performance management system, and optimizing the delivery of its legal 

services. Given the time, energy, and resources already committed to these organizational 

priorities, Ecojustice may determine that the development and implementation of a community 

partnership initiative would overextend the organization’s capacity and is not an urgent priority 

at this time. It may instead choose to revisit the subject of community partnership initiatives at a 

future juncture, such as during the development of Ecojustice’s next strategic plan. 

 

In the interim, Ecojustice could determine organizational appetite to engage in community 

centered-approaches in the future by:  

• Introducing and gaining alignment at leadership team level around the priority and 

purpose of community-centered work at Ecojustice;  

• Assessing the state of digital systems, organizational cultural competency, and human 

and financial resources required to support the delivery of community-centered projects; 

and 

• Considering the viability of such initiatives, or of a pilot project (see Option 2, below), 

during Ecojustice’s next strategic planning cycle. 

 
Option 2: Develop a community partnership initiative pilot project  

A second option for Ecojustice to consider is developing a pilot project to test the merit of a 

community partnership initiative in real-world conditions. This may be an attractive option if the 

organization sees a clear opportunity for which it believes undertaking a prospective community 

partnership initiative could add value to program or fundraising outcomes. For example, the 

organization may identify an upcoming litigation or law reform opportunity that could anchor a 

prospective community partnership initiative focused on short-term outcomes, such as revenue 

generation or a specific legislative change. This approach also has the added benefit of being 

relatively time-bound, as typically, litigation and law reform efforts are linear processes with 

progress milestones that offer natural junctures for reflection, evaluation, and recalibration. The 

outcomes of the pilot project could inform whether a program or project-based approach to 

community partnership initiatives would be most appropriate at Ecojustice, and potentially lay 

the foundation for full-scale organizing or community engagement efforts. These learnings could 
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also inform the creation of Ecojustice’s next strategic plan and decisions about future resource 

allocation.  

 

Recommendation  

Given the upcoming federal election (October 2019) and the organization’s plans to launch, 

within the next year, a major legal action against the federal government for its failure to address 

climate change, Ecojustice has before it a compelling opportunity to pilot a community 

partnership initiative. It is recommended that Ecojustice take full advantage of this opportunity to 

leverage what will likely become the most significant legal file in the organization’s history.  

 

For example, presuming that Ecojustice represents compelling plaintiffs (e.g. Indigenous youth) 

in the action, the organization could adopt Pull Together’s community fundraising approach 

(described in Chapter 4) and adapt its theory of change, which has proven effective to date, to 

help fund legal efforts and cultivate a broad base of supporters who demonstrate a willingness to 

engage in actions to combat climate change. Ecojustice could then organize and mobilize these 

supporters to pressure the federal government into enacting, implementing, and enforcing a 

national climate law that will halve Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 ⸻ realizing the 

practical remedy sought by the planned lawsuit.  

 

Implementation strategy 

An implementation strategy for establishing the conditions under which Ecojustice could and 

should develop a community partnership initiative is outlined below (see Fig. A). The objectives 

are presented in order from “substantially started” to “not started.” Though they are listed as a set 

of actions to be taken, these steps — particularly those pertaining to digital system integration 

and increasing Ecojustice’s cultural competency — are presented in recognition that these are 

pursuits of ever-moving marks. 

 

Fig. A – Suggested Implementation Strategy 

 

GOAL: Prepare Ecojustice to undertake a (pilot) community partnership initiative. 

 

Objective 1: Define and continue to build Ecojustice’s community 

Status: Substantially started 

• Identify partners, clients, donors, supporters, and volunteers who make up Ecojustice’s 

community; 

• Map community members onto an organizational engagement pyramid, or similar; 

• Undertake community-building activities, such as an online lead generation campaign, 

to funnel new people into Ecojustice community; 

• Undertake stewardship activities, such as donation upgrade campaigns and advocacy 

actions, to deepen commitment of community members and move them through 
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engagement model; and 

• Negotiate, in consultation with key organizational staff, the extent to which Ecojustice 

is willing to share ownership of its mission and strategic goals with its community. 

 

Objective 2: Integrate Ecojustice’s digital systems 

Status: Underway  

• Assess the digital systems, tools, and data the organization currently uses, their 

dependencies, users, and user capabilities;   

• Decide what data is mission-critical, what data is “nice to have”, and what data is 

irrelevant; 

• Generate possible solutions for addressing information gaps or blind spots; and 

• Prioritize and implement solutions to be tested or implemented based on urgency vs. 

need. 

 

Objective 3: Increase Ecojustice’s competency around diversity, equity & inclusion 

Status: Not substantially started (staff working group formed) 

• Assess Ecojustice’s current state with respect to diversity, equity, and, inclusion ⸻ 

with an emphasis on how these values relate to Ecojustice’s program work and the 

communities the organizations purports to serve or aims to engage ⸻ and available 

resources to dedicate to this work; 

• Determine what success on diversity, equity, and inclusion looks like at Ecojustice, and 

what missing skills and resources are needed to achieve it; 

• Articulate a mission-driven rationale for integrating diversity and inclusion into all 

parts of the organization ⸻ with special attention to their implications for community 

partnership work; and  
• Build a diversity, equity, and inclusion plan that sets out clear and measurable goals, 

objectives, and activities that provide opportunities for all people within the 

organization to contribute. 

 

Objective 4: Identify prospective pilot project 

Status: Not started 

• Introduce the concept of community partnership initiatives to Ecojustice staff; 

• Invite staff to contribute options for a prospective initiative for leadership team’s 

consideration and selection; and 

• Determine the priority and purpose of the initiative, as well as the people and resources 

available to work on the prospective initiative — for example, is dedicated funding 

available to support the project? 

 

Objective 5: Develop project strategy 

Status: Not started 

• Convene a working group of leadership team members and key staff to build a project 

strategy for the proposed initiative;  

• Articulate a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change for the initiative, as well 

as its goal and objectives;  

• Define who the “community” is for the initiative, as well as its underlying engagement 
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model; 

• Select time-bound tactics and activities with a strategic focus on supporting community 

capacity building; and 

• Determine method and metrics for evaluation. 

 

Objective 6: Confirm readiness to undertake a pilot project 

Status: Not started 

• Confirm alignment among Ecojustice’s leadership team on the priority and relevance 

of a community-centered approach, and the intended purposes of the prospective 

initiative; 

• Confirm buy-in and alignment among senior leaders on the initiative’s strategy — 

including the theory of change, goal, objectives, tactics, and timeline; and 

• Confirm shared understanding among senior leaders about the people, systems, and 

resource implications of doing this work. 

 

Objective 7: Implement & evaluate pilot project 

Status: Not started  

• Launch initiative; 

• Check in on project outcomes and refine metrics at pre-determined milestones (e.g. 

quarterly or mid-way through campaign); 

• Conduct final evaluation and report on project outcomes; and 

• Consider longer-term viability of such initiatives during next strategic planning cycle.  
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1.0 Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to provide information to Ecojustice on smart practices for 

developing and integrating community partnership initiatives into its existing program 

complement to enhance the organization’s impact. While Ecojustice collaborates with subject 

experts and works with other environmental organizations or individuals in a solicitor-client 

capacity on a regular basis, it has few established mechanisms to 'hear' perspectives from the 

communities it serves or provide opportunities for community members to partner in the delivery 

of the organization's work. This report provides insight on how Ecojustice might address this 

engagement gap. This report also builds knowledge on the topic of community partnerships in 

the field of nonprofit leadership and management.  

 

This chapter introduces Ecojustice, the project client, and a working definition of community 

partnership initiatives. It also outlines the project objectives and research questions, defines key 

terms used throughout the report, and provides an overview of how this report is organized.  

 

1.1 Client information  
With more than 60 employees and offices in Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, Ottawa, and Halifax, 

Ecojustice (“the client”) is Canada’s largest environmental law charity. Ecojustice’s mission is to 

use the law to defend nature, combat climate change, and fight for a healthy environment for all. 

To fulfil this mission and achieve its vision of a “thriving environment, stable climate, and 

healthy communities protected by effective, well-enforced laws throughout Canada” (Ecojustice, 

2017), the organization develops and brings strategic public interest litigation to uphold and 

strengthen Canada’s environmental laws. Ecojustice’s work falls under three broad program 

areas: Climate Change, Nature, and Healthy Communities. Devon Page, executive director of 

Ecojustice, is the client for this research project.  

 

1.2 Background 
Since its inception in 1990, Ecojustice has won a number of precedent-setting lawsuits that have 

redefined the scope and interpretation of environmental law in Canada. Most recently, the 

organization successfully argued that, in relying upon a flawed National Energy Board report to 

approve the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion, the federal government failed to meet its 

obligations under the Species at Risk Act to protect the endangered Southern Resident killer 

whales (Ghoussoub, 2018). The resulting Federal Court of Appeal decision quashed the federal 

government’s approval of the project and was heralded as a landmark victory for Indigenous 

communities, the environment, and the climate (Canadian Press, 2018). Founder Stewart Elgie 

states that without Ecojustice, “public-interest environmental law in Canada as it stands would never 

have evolved the way it has” (as quoted in Casselman, 2011, para 11). Nearly 30 years after the 

organization’s inception, however, Canada’s environmental performance continues to lag 



 
 

[2] 
 

considerably behind that of other industrialized nations, and scholars point to Canada’s weak 

environmental laws and standards ⸻ the basis of much of Ecojustice’s strategic litigation ⸻ as a 

chief reason why (Conference Board of Canada, 2016; Boyd & University of Victoria, 2001; 

Boyd, 2015).  

 

Additional challenges are posed by the fact that Ecojustice’s courtroom successes can be 

tempered by government reticence to swiftly implement the law, or worse, by direct attacks on 

the law itself. Under such socio-political circumstances, the impact of litigation, Ecojustice’s 

primary activity, can be constrained. For example, in 2010, Ecojustice litigation secured a 

Supreme Court of Canada ruling confirming that, under the Canadian Environmental Assessment 

Act (CEAA), industrial projects could not be artificially split into small parts to avoid triggering 

a full environmental assessment and public consultation period. This valuable legal precedent 

was eroded when, just a few months later, the government introduced and passed an omnibus 

budget bill that amended CEAA, making what the Supreme Court had ruled unlawful lawful 

again (Hazell, 2010). Canada’s environmental laws, including CEAA, came under further attack 

in 2012. The result was a “radical reduction of the federal government’s role in environmental 

protection” (Stacey, 2015, p. 2), which “can be understood as an attempt to exempt 

environmental decision-makers from the basic requirements of a democratic conception of the 

rule of law” (p. 3).   

 

Meanwhile, trust in institutions, including governments and nonprofit organizations, is steadily 

declining (Edelman, 2018). Leading progressive campaigners argue that it is against this 

backdrop that a renewed focus on meaningful engagement ⸻ building community, sharing 

knowledge, and activating grassroots power to strategically challenge decision-makers to take 

action or risk political consequence ⸻ is critical to winning an issue (Anderson, 2018). 

Progressive legal and advocacy organizations, including those that shared their experiences for 

the purposes of this report, have answered this call to arms, and are using community partnership 

initiatives — including community organizing, coalition-building, and community fundraising 

campaigns — to effectively engage millions of citizens, raise more awareness and money for 

their causes, and most importantly, secure legal and legislative victories (see Chapter 4).  

 

1.3  Problem definition and key terms  
Given that the impact of litigation can be constrained by socio-political factors, Ecojustice may 

consider integrating community engagement, in the form of community partnership initiatives, 

into its strategic approach. To inform this conversation, this report will provide Ecojustice with 

an overview of smart practices related to developing and implementing these initiatives. 

 

A survey of Ecojustice’s 2017-20 strategic plan indicates that the organization defines “impact” 

as winning reforms — though judicial or legislative processes — that embed principles of social 

and environmental justice in Canada’s legal, political, and economic systems. For the purposes 
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of this report, community partnership initiatives are defined as mission-driven, community-

centered projects rooted in meaningful, reciprocal relationships. They require a de-emphasis on 

functional silos and the allocation of subject matter expertise toward a collective strategic 

outcome. 

 

1.4 Project objectives & research questions 
The objective of this project is to deliver a report that identifies smart practices for developing 

community partnership initiatives and provide Ecojustice with options and recommendations on 

how to integrate such initiatives into the organization’s existing program complement. The 

findings presented in this report draw upon semi-structured interviews with staff from five 

environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United States that have developed 

and implemented community partnership initiatives, an assessment of academic and grey 

literature, and a review of Ecojustice’s internal strategy documents. This report distills an 

overview of common frameworks, shared challenges, and key factors for successful initiatives 

into smart practices. It also presents options, a final recommendation, and a suggested 

implementation strategy for Ecojustice’s consideration. 
 

The primary research question this project seeks to answer is:  

• Under what conditions could, and should, Ecojustice consider developing a 

community partnership initiative? 

 

The secondary questions explored are: 

• What are common challenges to implementing community partnership 

initiatives in nonprofit settings? 

• How can community partnership initiatives help nonprofit organizations 

increase their impact and achieve their missions?  

• What are smart practices for developing and implementing community 

partnership initiatives?  

 

1.5  Organization of report 
This report begins with a review of literature related to the role of litigation in advancing social 

change, common frameworks for the implementation of community partnerships with social 

change goals, and characteristics of effective community partnership initiatives. Chapter 3 

provides an overview of the project’s methodology and research process. Research findings are 

presented in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 synthesizes insights from the primary data and literature 

review into smart practices for developing and implementing community partnership initiatives. 

Options, a final recommendation, and suggested implementation strategy for Ecojustice’s 

consideration are presented in Chapter 6. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes the report.  
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2.0 Literature Review 
This chapter provides an overview of the existing body of knowledge on community partnership 

practice within the nonprofit advocacy sector in Canada and the United States. 

   

This following literature review examines scholarly and non-academic research on smart 

practices for community partnership initiatives. The review aimed to: 

• Examine the role of strategic litigation in advancing social change; 

• Provide an overview of common frameworks for the implementation of 

community partnerships with social change goals; and 

• Identify characteristics of effective community partnership initiatives. 

  

Research was based on academic and grey literature. Research conducted via the University of 

Victoria’s library catalogue, JSTOR, HeinOnline, and Google Scholar revealed an abundance of 

scholarly data, reports, and articles on the law and its relationship with social change and 

community development and distributed leadership theory. A survey of grey literature produced 

by community partnership practitioners and capacity-building organizations, such as New Mode, 

Organize BC, and NetChange, provided valuable knowledge resources informed by practical 

experience.   

 

These key search terms were used to identify resources: asset-based community development, 

cause-lawyering, civic engagement, community partnership challenges, public interest litigation, 

social change frameworks, and distributed leadership theory.   

 

2.1  Strategic litigation and social change  
In order to ensure this report has relevance to Ecojustice’s particular circumstances as a 

Canadian charity whose primary activity is public interest litigation, the first literature theme 

explored was the role litigation plays in advancing social change.  

  

2.1.1  Litigation as part of a broader change strategy 
According to Van Schaack (2004), public interest litigation tends to take two main forms: direct 

client advocacy, in which the particular needs of a client are the focus of legal services, and 

public impact litigation, in which legal tools and the legal system are used to advance the 

broader goals of a social movement and affect systemic change (p. 2308). The latter is 

characteristic of Ecojustice’s litigation work, as well as historic cases such as Brown v. Board of 

Education. Many sources examined point to the Brown decision and the American civil rights 

movement — called by one scholar “the crucible in which modern public interest law was 

forged” (Aron, 1989, as cited in Yeazell, 2004, p. 1983) — as a high-water mark for optimism 
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about the ability of public interest litigation to drive social change. The seminal Brown decision 

reshaped the American bar and had a profound influence on several generations of lawyers, 

instilling in them “a renewed belief, not just in the law, but more specifically in litigation as a 

noble calling and as an avenue for social change” (Yeazell, 2004, p. 1976).  

 

Few scholars, however, accept the premise that litigation alone can drive social change. While at 

least one prominent scholar argues that public interest litigation has outright failed to affect 

meaningful social change, the majority of the literature provides a more nuanced perspective on 

the strengths and limitations of litigation as a tool for change in contemporary settings 

(Rosenberg, 1991; Yeazell, 2004, p. 1977).  Many scholars comment that litigation-focused 

approaches are limited in their ability to create social change, and some suggest that the pursuit 

of legal strategies may actually undermine social movements because “the focus on legal reform 

narrows the causes, deracializes the agenda, legitimizes ongoing injustices, and diverts energies 

away from more effective and transformative alternatives” (Lobel, 2004, as cited in Depoorter, 

2013, p. 820). Others conclude that the true impact of public interest litigation lies in its ability to 

set a legal and political agenda, pressure governments into action, and mobilize support for the 

cause at the heart of the litigation (Depoorter, 2013, p. 820; Roa & Klugman, 2014, p. 32; Van 

Schaak, 2004, p. 2347).  In his analysis of Rasul v. Bush and Boumediene v. Bush, Lobel (2013) 

further argues that litigation strategies that take aim at social ills must be approached as a long 

game:   

Whether one wins or loses, and how one defines success or failure is obviously 

important, but not decisive. It is the act of resistance — whether by filing a 

lawsuit, demonstrating in the streets, protesting before Congress, or engaging in a 

hunger strike — that over the long term will contribute to a culture of resisting 

oppression which has the potential to topple dictators, undermine an undemocratic 

national security state, or transform an unjust society. (p. 166) 

 

2.1.2  Litigation ‘success’ depends on context 
Given the complexity of trying to advance social change, Roa and Klugman (2014) propose the 

Four Conditions Test as a means to assess the potential of a strategic litigation — win or lose — 

to bolster movement-wide success (p. 31). According to Roa and Klugman (2014), if the 

following four conditions are present, or could be strengthened through the judicial process, a 

strategic litigation could help advance social change: (1) an existing legal framework; (2) an 

independent, knowledgeable judiciary; (3) civil society organizations with the ability to litigate 

and frame the issue as a legal violation; and (4) a network to leverage the opportunities litigation 

presents (p. 32). Adopting this approach, which analyses the political, social, and legal context 

surrounding a prospective litigation, was critical to Women’s Link Worldwide’s success 

obtaining a Colombia Constitutional Court decision that granted women the right to therapeutic 

abortion and helped reshape norms, values, and priorities about the issue.   
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The interdependence between judicial, legislative, and public centers of power — as well as the 

tensions between them — was a recurring theme in the literature reviewed. According to Nielsen 

(2009):  

…there is a synergistic relationship between litigation strategies and other more 

populist social movement strategies for achieving social change. Sometimes, 

when we look for law, all we see is law. And when we look for political protests, 

all we see is civil protests. In reality, most social movement are combinations of 

education, litigation, legislative and lobbying strategies, public outreach, and the 

like. (p. 679) 

 

When attempting to use litigation as a tactic to achieve social change, Rosenberg (2009) cautions 

that litigators must heed the early lessons of the marriage equality campaign in the United States 

and consider the broader context in which the case exists and look for alignment between the 

“rhetoric of rights” and “the reality of political power” (p. 668). Formulating litigation strategies 

that operate independently of legislative and community organizing strategies is a recipe for 

failure — “pronouncements of rights [are] worthless without the political power necessary to 

implement them” (Rosenberg, 2009, p. 656). Wexler (1970) goes one step further and suggests 

that in order to tangibly improve people’s lives and address social issues, legal organizations 

must think beyond litigation and consider their role as community organizers: “The proper job 

for a poor people's lawyer is helping poor people to organize themselves to change things” (p. 

1053). Indeed, Depoorter (2013) points out that even a litigation loss can present an opportunity 

because it can “be distinctly powerful in highlighting the misfortunes of individuals under 

prevailing law, while presenting a broader narrative about the current failure of the legal status 

quo” (p. 821). This, argues Depoorter (2013), ultimately puts the onus on policymakers and their 

constituents to enact change.   

 

2.2  Supporting frameworks for community partnerships 
The second theme examined in the literature was supporting frameworks for community 

partnership initiatives with social change goals. Extensive literature exists on the topic of 

community partnerships and their role in social change work. Classic works include Rules for 

Radicals, by Saul Alinsky (1989; first published in 1971) and Dr. John Kretzmann and John 

McKnight’s (1993) writings on asset-based community development. The research and writings 

of Dr. Marshall Ganz and Dr. Hahrie Han (Andrews, Ganz, Baggetta, Han & Lim, 2010; Han, 

Andrews, Ganz, Baggetta & Lim, 2011) offer more current insights on modern-day community 

mobilizing and organizing, while Matt Price’s (2017) book on “engagement organizing” offers a 

contemporary perspective on community partnerships and draws heavily on the experience of 

Canadian organizations and community leaders.  

The following section describes three frameworks, all of which are grounded in relationship-

building between community members and organizations, uncovered in the literature reviewed.   
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2.2.1  Asset-based community development  
Asset-based community development (ABDC), which has its origins in neighborhood 

revitalization and community economic development efforts, rejects a deficiency-based approach 

to problem-solving in favour of “beginning with a clear commitment to discovering a 

community’s capacities and assets” (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993, p. 1) and reconfiguring 

those strengths into “new structures of opportunity” (p. 4). It is a process that requires 

individuals, associations, and institutions within a community to identify and build upon their 

assets — chief among them the shared history, culture, and social relationships that exist among 

community members (Rowland, 2009, p. 3). Mathie and Cunningham’s research (2003) further 

explores asset-based community development’s “potential to encourage active citizenship in the 

sense of citizen-to-citizen ties, while simultaneously strengthening the capacity of people as 

citizens to claim their rights of access to assets on which they depend for their livelihood” (p. 

475). Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) describe the three defining characteristics of ABCD 

practice as follows: 

• Asset-based: Starting with what is already present within the community, 

including the skills and knowledge of its members, as opposed to what the 

community lacks or what does not work within the community; 

• Internally-focused: Focusing on the agenda-building and problem-solving 

capacity of community members, emphasizing the “primacy of local definition, 

investment, creativity, hope and control” (p. 6); and 

• Relationship-driven: Building and rebuilding relationships between and among 

individuals, citizen associations, and formal institutions within the community.  

While there is no prescriptive process for ABCD, the basic method uses appreciative inquiry to 

inventory local assets, connect unconnected assets, and identify connector groups or individuals 

(McKnight, 2016; Kretzmann & McKnight, 2003). An asset map (see Fig. 1, below) is a 

common tool for illustrating these assets and connections: 

Fig. 1 – Asset Map Example (County of Santa Barbara, 2013, p. 31) 
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An asset map can be used inform community-driven strategies that position community members 

as co-producers or partners, as opposed to a client or recipient of a particular service. The result 

is a shift away from professional or expert-driven approaches to one that centres solutions around 

the participation and input of community members and citizens. According to Duncan (2016): 

For true community engagement, professionals need to step back to create space 

for citizens to discuss their own hopes and dreams and the roles they can play to 

achieve their dreams. True support is when professionals allow citizens to be in 

charge of their own destinies and then step in when their help is requested. (p. 4; 

see Fig. 2, below) 

  

Fig. 2 – ABCD Geometry Lesson (Duncan, 2016, p. 4) 

 

2.2.2  Organizing: People, power and change  
The distributed leadership framework for community organizing (also known as public narrative 

framework, the Ganz model, and the snowflake model) was pioneered by Harvard University’s 

Dr. Marshall Ganz and lauded as a critical component of United States President Barack 

Obama’s successful presidential campaigns in 2008 and 2012 (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 4). In 

this framework, “organizers engage people in discerning why they should act to change their 

world — their values — and how they can act to change it — their strategy” (Ganz, 2006, p. 4, 

emphasis in original text). In other words, organizing is not focused on the problem that needs to 

be solved, but on the people doing the problem-solving. As a result, organizing is defined as a 

process of “leadership that enables people to turn the resources they have into the power they 

need to make the change they want” (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 5). This non-linear process is 
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characterized by five leadership practices (see Fig. 3, adapted from Dogwood Initiative, 

Stonehouse Institute, DeSmog Canada & Leading Change Network, 2012; Ganz, 2006; and 

Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, below). 

Fig. 3 – Five Leadership Practices 

Leadership practice What it looks like Purpose 

Storytelling Articulating a story of self, story of 

us, and story of now 

To identify, recruit, and 

develop other leaders 

Building intentional 

relationships 

Using one-on-one conversations to 

share values and exchange interests, 

resources, and commitment 

To create a community of, 

and around, leaders  

Structuring teams Distributing leadership, creating 

mutual accountability, and prioritizing 

leadership development 

To build community power 

Developing strategy Analyzing power and mobilizing 

resources to achieve a goal 

To leverage community 

power  to create change 

Acting  Translating strategy into effective, 

measurable action with appropriate 

tactics and timelines 

To affect change 

 

Storytelling is a means to move others to action and participation by articulating the shared 

values that have called one to lead, the values that unite a group of people, and the urgent 

challenge that must be overcome. In this framework, story is broken into three components: A 

Story of Self, a Story of Us, and a Story of Now (Ganz, 2006, p. 89; see Fig. 4, below). 

Fig. 4 – Ganz’s Public Narrative Framework (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 11) 
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Building intentional relationships — those that are nurtured over time and rooted in shared 

values — is a means to achieve the commitment necessary to work together toward a common 

purpose (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 15). Relationships can be built through one-on-one meetings 

between organizers and community members. Sinnott and Gibbs (2014) describe three types of 

one-on-one meetings: (1) recruitment, which connects the organizer and community member and 

probes for shared values, interests, and appetite for continued engagement; (2) maintenance, 

which is a recurring meeting that provides opportunities to debrief on recent actions and provide 

coaching; and (3) escalation, which is when community members are recognized for their 

contributions to a broader effort and invited to deepen their own leadership by assuming more 

responsibility (p. 16). These meetings share four common components: 

• Purpose: Why the meeting is taking place; 

• Exploration: An opportunity to ask questions and listen to understand the 

community member’s story, values, and capacities; 

• Exchange: Sharing of information, support, and perspective that creates a 

foundation for future exchanges; and 

• Commitment: Making a “hard ask” for a commitment to a specific action. 

Structuring teams into the snowflake model is a means to distribute leadership, deepen and scale 

relationships between community members, create efficiencies, and build power (see Fig. 5, 

below).  

Fig. 5 – The Snowflake Model (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 26) 
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Teams are most effective, write Sinnott and Gibbs (2014), when they exhibit the following 

characteristics: (1) shared purpose, or a clear mission that tells the team what it exists to 

accomplish; (2) interdependent roles that give team members responsibility for pieces of work, 

the sum of which is greater that its parts; and (3) explicit norms, which set expectations for how 

the team members work together and the group governs itself (p. 25-26).   

Developing strategy and acting are ongoing collaborative processes for analyzing power, 

mobilizing resources, and deploying tactics to address an urgent challenge (Sinnott & Gibbs, 

2014). Dogwood Initiative et. al. (2012) identify five key questions that organizers must consider 

when developing a strategy and putting it into action: 

• Who are our people? Who are the constituents, leadership, supporters, 

competition, and opposition who can influence the issues at hand, and who holds 

what power? 

• What is the problem? Why has the problem not been solved yet, and what will it 

take to solve the problem? This can summarized into a theory of change, which 

summarizes how what the team does will result in the change it wants.  

• What is the goal? An effective strategic goal is measurable; focuses resources on 

a single strategic outcome; builds capacity; uses a point of leverage; focuses on a 

visible, motivational issue; and can be replicated or emulated. A strategic goal is 

often supported by other nested goals that are used as milestones for progress. 

• What are the tactics? Effective tactics are strategic and result in measurable, 

concrete progress toward the goal; strengthen the team by enhancing its capacity 

and attracting new people; and develop people by building their leadership, skills, 

and capacity.   

• What is the timeline? A campaign is a way to structure time and map milestones. 

It assumes that as a campaign gains momentum, team capacity and leadership will 

grow, eventually tipping the balance of power and making the strategic goal 

achievable.  

 

2.2.3  Engagement organizing  
According to Price (2017), “engagement organizing combines community organizing practices, 

digital tools, data, and networked communications to engage people at scale and win campaigns” 

(p. 8). This framework marries the community empowerment and organizing principles of asset-

based community development and distributed leadership organizing with technology and digital 

tools. The “erosion of the broadcast era” (Price, 2017, p. 9), is forcing organizations that want to 

win on their issues to grapple with the implications of digital tools and data. “People’s 

relationships with information are changing, the boundaries between public and private spheres 

are getting weaker, and now there are new opportunities to rapidly define and reach new 
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communities to organize,” writes Price (2017, p. 9). However, digital competency is not an end 

in and of itself. Research published within the last decade, such as Christensen’s (2012) 

examination of so-called ‘slacktivism’, increasingly highlight the benefits and limitations of 

emerging digital tools and approaches in the context of community engagement work (p. 17). 

Indeed, Price (2017) concludes that while digital systems and tools can enable organizations to 

more readily define new constituencies and digital data can be used to inform strategy 

development, digital interactions cannot and should not replace in-person interactions (p. 38). 

Engagement organizing is about fusing digital systems, tools, and data with the tradition of in-

person community organizing. 

  

In this new, hyper-competitive information landscape characterized by declining trust in 

institutions, static engagement models are outmoded and organizational agility — its ability to 

adjust resource allocation in real-time to leverage faster news cycles, talk with instead of at 

community members, and provide participatory, relevant user journeys — is critical (Mogus & 

Liacas, 2016, p. 26; Anderson, 2018, p. 4). Price’s (2017) engagement organizing framework 

presents an engagement cycle with three overlapping phases: (1) issue (re)alignment; (2) 

mobilization; and (3) distributed leadership. “The ideal is that as a campaign or an organization 

does its work, it cycles through these phases and attracts more people and more resources, 

becoming bigger as it goes,” writes Price (2017, p. 57-58; see Fig. 6, below): 

 

Fig. 6 – The Engagement Cycle (Price, 2017, p. 57) 
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Price (2017) describes issue (re)alignment as when a critical mass of people agree to a common 

framing of an issue or problem and move toward action: 

…forging critical mass will be easier if the organization frames a campaign as an 

invitation as much as a proposition and is genuinely open to incorporating feedback and 

adapting. Less likely today is a group able to dictate issues and tactics and to expect 

large-scale pickup. Volunteers will vote either way with their feet and donors with their 

wallets. (p. 58) 

Mobilization invites supporters to escalate their involvement with a given campaign or 

organization. It also provides an opportunity to reinforce the campaign or organization’s theory 

of change and communicate how supporter actions are contributing to a larger goal. Mobilization 

activities can include attending an in-person event, signing up to volunteer, or making a 

donation. For organizations that aspire to distributed leadership, this phase helps probe for 

leadership qualities among participants (Price, 2017, p. 58). As in the Ganz framework discussed 

in Section 2.3.2, distributed leadership is the ultimate realization of the engagement organizing 

framework. In this phase, campaigns and organizations deliberately empower key supporters, 

develop their leadership capacities, and invite them to take on mission-critical responsibilities. In 

practice, leaders and supporters can be organized into the snowflake model discussed in Section 

2.3.2, which lends itself to exponential growth supported by core organizers and a common 

theory of change (Price, 2017, p. 59). 

 

Today’s information landscape also requires organizations and campaigns to continually 

negotiate their legitimacy and prove their relevance, necessitating “a new definition of what 

communication entails and new ways of going about it” (Price, 2017, p. 61). This translates into 

a necessary mix of traditional media and digital communications. Traditional media is useful for 

setting a political or legal agenda and conveying a sense of organizational legitimacy while 

digital communications allow for two-way interactions “with supporters, but also between 

supporters themselves across their own networks without the involvement of campaign staff … a 

campaign begins to scale when its supporters themselves own and carry its communications 

goals, adapting and spreading messages across their networks” (Price, 2017, p. 63). The latter 

aligns with the principles of networked change, as described by Mogus and Liacas (2016), chief 

among them the importance of creating an intentional space for grassroots participation: 

Today’s empowered free agents and individuals, when called to support a cause 

or movement, quite simply want to contribute more and have more say over how 

things are done. Campaigns which give supporters an active role and freedom to 

customize generate a lot more commitment and enthusiasm and often gain 

precious insights and innovations by tapping into the collective intelligence of 

their crowd. (p. 13) 
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2.3  Characteristics of effective community partnerships 

The final theme examined in the literature was the characteristics of effective community 

partnership initiatives. The following section draws upon the frameworks described in Section 

2.2 and identifies two sets of characteristics: (1) strategic components and (2) cultural 

components.  

 

2.3.1  Strategic components 
This section provides an overview of three key strategic components of community partnership 

initiatives found in the literature:  

• A clear, credible, and compelling theory of change; 

• A multi-channel pyramid of engagement (or similar); and 

• Technical systems, tools, and expertise to support distributed leadership and 

relationship-building. 

 

A clear, credible, and compelling theory of change 

Mogus and Liacas (2016) define a theory of change as a statement that proposes “a solution path 

bold enough to create big change but achievable in real world conditions with a role that each 

supporter can play in making it happen” (p. 20). It summarizes the strategy of a community 

partnership initiative, and acts as the lens through which goals, objectives, and activities should 

be planned, implemented, and measured. A theory of change is clear when it articulates how 

change is possible and lays out a roadmap for how community members will get from point A to 

point B and make a difference (Anderson, 2018, p. 9). Sinnott and Gibbs (2014) propose the 

following format for a theory of change statement (see Fig. 7, below): 

 

Fig. 7 – Statement of Theory of Change (Sinnott & Gibbs, 2014, p. 35) 

 

A theory of change is credible when it links specific community action to measurable, tangible 

outcomes. Anderson (2018) suggests that in face of declining trust in institutions, organizations 

should emphasize the malleability of the political system and the impact of community action (p. 

9). Finally, a theory of change is compelling when it reflects the lived reality — the hopes, 

anxieties, and values — of community members and describes what it looks like to win.  
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A multi-channel pyramid of engagement (or similar) 

A pyramid of engagement is an effective way to map the multitude of ways community members 

can engage with a community partnership initiative. Anderson (2018) suggests a pyramid format 

over the ‘ladder’ model espoused by Ganz (2009) and Sinnott and Gibbs (2014) because “fewer 

people will usually get very deeply involved” (p. 16). While pyramids of engagement should be 

customized to reflect the activities appropriate to the work of each organization or campaign, the 

general concept is that each level of the pyramid corresponds to a group of activities that demand 

varied levels of commitment. The higher the level, the higher the commitment required (see Fig. 

8, below). 

 

Fig. 8 – Sample Pyramid of Engagement (Anderson, 2018, p. 16) 

 

 

 

Mogus and Liacas (2016) write that “at a time when attention spans are now increasingly short 

and divided among a vast constellation of online and offline media, often divided by 

demographic or age, campaigners must orchestrate their most important content flow across 

many channels simultaneously to make sure their story gets blanket coverage.” A pyramid of 

engagement is a method for structuring supporter recognition, and for conceptualizing how 

tactics can be deployed across multiple channels to multiple audiences and ensure that 

community members have the opportunity to engage with the organization in the way that is 

most meaningful to them. A multi-channel approach is especially effective in an advocacy effort 
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because it can “convey the impression that advocates are coming at [decision-makers] from 

every side and this can raise the pressure considerably” (Anderson, 2018, p. 18). 

 

Digital systems, tools, and data 

As discussed in Section 2.3.3, digital systems, tools and data play an important role in facilitating 

and supporting relationship-building and engagement activities that lead to distributed leadership 

within a community partnership initiative. The key, writes Anderson (2018), is to “build 

relationships and communities, not just lists and data points” through two-way digital 

communications (p. 11). The challenge in implementing this approach effectively is that many 

organizations work with a plethora of technical systems, each responsible for different 

component of the organization’s business functions — one system for tracking donor behaviour, 

another for taking online advocacy actions, another for volunteer engagement, and so forth. 

These systems are often not well-integrated, which can result in many staff or volunteer hours 

spent transferring data from one system to another and an inconsistent engagement experience 

for community members. To overcome this, Price writes that organizations should “invest in 

systems that track and activate supporters at scale and in a unified manner. This can involve 

some pain at the front end as systems are replaced and integrated, but it will pay off in results 

over time” (p. 87). Prioritizing a community partnership initiative-based approach and the 

technical investments required to support it also have ramifications for organizational workforce 

planning and skill development (Price, 2017, p. 87; Levihn-Coon & Mogus, 2018, p. 2). 

 

2.3.2  Cultural components 
This section provides an overview of three key cultural components of community partnership 

initiatives found in the literature:  

• Organizational buy-in; 

• Un-branding to enable community empowerment; and 

• Commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

 

Organizational buy-in 

According to Price (2017), prospective community partnership initiatives need the support of 

senior leadership and staff in order to be effective and overcome organizational inertia (p. 88). 

They require organizations to relinquish control, listen to its community, and act on what it has 

heard by providing authentic and meaningful ways for community members to engage with its 

mission. This challenges traditional modes of organizational decision-making in which executive 

teams or boards of directors make decisions that are communicated to others to implement. A 

shift toward community partnership initiatives requires organizations to “stop being the experts 

and acting on others’ behalf and instead to start focusing on stepping into the background and 

encouraging others to act for themselves” (Price, 2017, p. 88). For many organizations, the 
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process of enculturating a shift away from an organization-centric mentality needs to be 

supported by an organization-wide change-management strategy: 

If staff and key volunteers aren’t fully bought in and excited about this new direction, 

then they will sabotage its execution either intentionally or passively. This means that 

staff, key volunteers, and supporters need to be brought into a conversation about why the 

organization is making this shift and how it will help to fulfill its mission. (Price, 2017, p. 

88) 

 

Community partnerships are also more likely to be impactful when they are an integrated product 

of what Rovner and McKee (2017) call the “golden trio” (p. 18) — program, communications, 

and development departments. Achieving this level of organizational sophistication is only 

possible when supported by organizational leaders and a culture that builds bridges between 

departments and provides clarity around roles, responsibilities, and strategy (Rovner & McKee, 

2017, p. 25).  

 

Un-branding to enable community empowerment 

Effective community partnership initiatives do not simply require organizations to make internal 

adjustments, but external ones as well. According to Mogus and Liacas (2016), “when a 

campaign is clearly branded as an organizational initiative, there is little chance that it can be 

adopted more widely” (p. 17). Therefore, for a community partnership initiative to empower and 

resonate with a broader group of people and leverage networks of allied groups, it must be 

designed to be open, inclusive, and participatory from the start. This means letting go of 

organizational branding and messaging to focus on mobilizing and organizing people within a 

broader social movement around a particular issue. Equally important is that organizations share 

ownership of the initiative with community members and let their feedback, experiences, and 

own assets and capacities influence its overall direction. Where possible, writes Anderson 

(2018), organizations “should reinforce a sense of agency, power, and collective ownership” (p. 

12) to empower community members. 

 

Commitment to diversity, equity & inclusion 

What is the work, who does the work, and for whom is the work done? Effective community 

partnership initiatives centre the answers to these questions around community members. Price 

(2017) notes that organizations succeed more when their staff reflect the makeup of the 

communities they aim to organize, based upon gender, race, age, and so forth (p. 87). As a result, 

an organizational commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion, and a plan to put that 

commitment into action is of paramount importance. To date, the majority of research on 

diversity, equity, and inclusion within environmental organizations has been conducted in the 
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United States; however, it is reasonable to extrapolate these results to the Canadian experience 

given the political, social, and economic similarities between the two jurisdictions.  

 

The available literature concludes that the socio-economic-cultural background of environmental 

nonprofit staff, boards, and supporters is relatively homogenous — upper middle-class, 

university-educated, urban-based, and predominantly white or white-passing — and does not 

reflect the increasing diversity of the populations which these organizations serve or purport to 

represent (Taylor, 2014; Beasley, 2017).  A study on digital staff at major Canadian and U.S.-

based nonprofits came to a similar conclusion. The people who operate the systems and tools that 

play an important role in building the relationships at the heart of effective community 

partnership initiatives are predominantly white (Levihn-Coon & Mogus, 2018, p. 10). According 

to a report that analyzed employment data from 40 of the largest environmental groups in the 

United States, 73 per cent of full-time employees at environment groups are white (Beasley, 

2017; Green 2.0, 2017, see Fig. 9, below). The same study found that just one in ten senior staff 

and one in five environmental nonprofit board directors are people of colour.  

 

Fig. 9 – Demographic Composition of U.S. Environmental Nonprofits (Green 2.0, 2017) 

 

It is of note that these demographics are not representative of the populations in Canada 

disproportionately exposed to environmental harm, namely Indigenous, historically 

disadvantaged, or otherwise vulnerable communities (Ilyniak, 2014, p. 53; Mitchell, n.d.). In 

other words, those who stand to be most directly impacted by the outcomes of work done by 

environmental nonprofits are not typically participants in defining what the work should be and 

how it should be carried out. 
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2.4 Summary 
The literature review examined the role of strategic litigation in advancing social change, with an 

emphasis on litigation as part of a broader change strategy and how litigation ‘success’ is 

context-specific. The literature review also provided an overview of frameworks commonly used 

to implement community partnerships, specifically asset-based community development, 

distributed leadership, and engagement organizing. Finally, it identified strategic and cultural 

characteristics of effective community partnership initiatives. The characteristics — a clear, 

credible, and compelling theory of change; a multi-channel pyramid of engagement (or similar); 

technical systems, tools, and expertise to support distributed leadership and relationship-

building; organization buy-in; un-branding to enable community empowerment; and a 

commitment to diversity, inclusion, and equity — surfaced in the literature were used to inform 

questions asked during key informant interviews, including: 

• How are you measuring the success or impact of your initiative?  

• Can you identify organizational factors (e.g. people, capacity, resources, infrastructure, 

culture etc.) that were core to the success of this project?  How did your organization 

determine it was ready, or that it was necessary, to take this approach? 

• In developing and implementing the initiative, what worked well? What didn’t work?  

• Reflecting on your experience, what are key considerations for working in partnership 

with your community?  

• What ongoing challenges are you still trying to figure out? 

• What did you wish you had known before starting the initiative? What advice would 

you give someone considering a similar project at their organization? 

• Can you describe how the initiative is helping your organization increase its impact 

(e.g. meet organizational goals) and achieve its mission?  

 

*Please see Appendix A for the full key informant interview script. 
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3.0 Methodology & Methods 
This chapter provides an overview of the methodology and methods used to collect the primary 

data, which received ethics approval from the Human Research Ethics Board of the University of 

Victoria. The project’s Protocol Number is 17-186. 

 

3.1 Methodology 
This project used a smart practices methodology to inform a discussion about the conditions 

under which Ecojustice could, and should, undertake the development of a community 

partnership initiative. Bardach (2012) defines smart practices as tangible, flexible behaviours that 

are “also an expression of some underlying idea — an idea about how the actions entailed by the 

practice work to solve a problem or achieve a goal” (p. 110) and have utility in different settings. 

The smart practices highlighted in this report provide insights on approaches that have been 

implemented at other environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United 

States. They also offer learnings around each practice’s general vulnerabilities, which is defined 

as “a potential weakness of the practice that is somehow connected with its basic causal 

structure” (Bardach, 2012, p. 111). This focus offers context about organizational factors that 

may influence whether similar approaches succeed or fail in other settings. 

 

3.2 Methods 
Semi-structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews (one in-person, four by phone) were conducted with five key 

informants or subject matter experts who were, or continue to be, instrumental to the operation of 

the community partnerships initiatives studied (see Fig. 10, below). The format of the interviews 

included scripted questions, the content of which were influenced by themes that surfaced during 

the literature review (see Chapter 2), but also intentionally left space for the interview to take a 

more conversational turn and explore issues of significance in more detail as they arose. This 

semi-structured interview approach was selected because it posed “an attractive option for data 

collection pertaining to participants’ meanings and perceptions” (Holanda, 2018, p. 5). This 

emphasis on clarifying meaning and perception was valuable because the experience of each 

organization and initiative studied, as well as the language it uses to talk about that experience, is 

a product of its unique circumstances.  

 

The organizations and initiatives selected for study were chosen based on their affinity with 

Ecojustice’s mission and work as a legal organization (See Fig. 10, below). Participants, or key 

informants were invited to participate in this study by email (see Appendix B). Any pre-existing 

relationship between the researcher and the key informant (e.g. having worked together in a 

professional capacity) was acknowledged on the consent form, which also stated that the 
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informants were under no obligation to participate in the study (see Appendix C). Each interview 

lasted approximately 60 minutes.  

 

Fig. 10 – Organizations and Community Partnership Initiatives Selected for Study 
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Document review  

Ecojustice’s 2017-20 strategic plan, key performance indicator dashboard, department 

operational plans, and five-year budget forecast were also reviewed to provide insight into the 

organization’s current state and priorities, and inform the options and recommendations 

presented in Chapter 6. 

 

3.3  Data analysis 
Data collected during the semi-structured interviews with key informants was thematically 

analyzed.  Thematic analysis is “a method for identifying, analyzing, organizing, describing, and 

reporting themes found within a data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, as cited in Nowell, Norris, 

White & Moules, 2017, p. 2). Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim to glean 

insights on how community partnership initiatives at the key informants’ respective 

organizations came into being and continue to be managed. The interview transcripts, along with 

notes taken by the researcher during the interview itself, were reviewed rigorously to surface 

themes relevant to the research questions, specifically related to: 

• The origin of, or impetus for, community partnership initiatives at each 

organization; 

• Supporting frameworks and engagement models used to organize the initiative; 

• Organizational and cultural factors that helped or constrained the initiatives; and 

• Areas of challenge, success, and ongoing learning. 

 

3.4 Project limits  
The project is limited by its scope. To meet the project objectives, data collection deliberately 

focused on experience of organizations and their staff, as opposed to that of participants 

(volunteers, community members, etc.) in the community partnership initiatives studied. The 

quality of the data gathered via interviews depended on how available, forthcoming, and engaged 

participants were in their participation with the project. The Human Research Ethics Board of the 

University of Victoria concluded in its review of the project that project activities posed minimal 

risk to participants. 
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4.0 Findings: Interviews 
This chapter provides an overview of key findings gathered during the primary data process. 

Data collected during interviews with staff at relevant organizations offer insight to the research 

questions posed.  

 

4.1 Introduction 
Semi-structured interviews with staff at five environmental and advocacy organizations based in 

Canada and the United States were undertaken to provide insights, grounded in practical 

experience, to inform answers to the research questions identified in Chapter 1. All interviewees 

were, or continue to be, directly involved with the planning and implementation of community 

partnership initiatives at their respective organizations.  

 

Key findings based on the interviews are summarized into the following three themes, each of 

which are broken down further into sub-themes: 

• The impetus for a community-centered approach; 

• Organizational pre-conditions for success; and 

• Ongoing challenges & learning. 

 

4.2  The impetus for a community-centered approach  
This section provides an overview of why the organizations studied in this report decided to 

integrate a community-centered approach into their work, and how each organization’s unique 

circumstances influenced the type of community partnership undertaken. To collect the data 

presented in sections 4.2.1-4.2.3, the following interview questions (see Appendix A) were posed 

to all participants: 

• Can you speak to the origins of the initiative at your organization? 

• Why/when/how did the notion of community come to be involved? Why was 

involving your community important? 

• How is the initiative distinct from, or overlap with, programs? Communications? 

Fundraising? Operations? 

• How does your organization define and describe its community? 

• Can you describe how the initiative is helping your organization increase its 

impact (e.g. meet organizational goals) and achieve its mission?  

 

4.2.1  To engage supporters and overcome the ‘democratic deficit’  
In 2011, OpenMedia, a Canadian nonprofit dedicated to keeping the Internet open, affordable, 

and surveillance-free, ran an online petition against Internet metering that went viral. Its email 

list grew from about 10,000 people to half a million in just a few months, and the organization 
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found itself wondering how to mobilize those people to counter what Steve Anderson, 

OpenMedia’s founder, described as a “democratic deficit”, in which governments are more 

responsive to special interests and lobbyists than they are to their constituents (personal 

communication, June 5, 2018). When the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications 

Commission (CRTC) held hearings on the issue of Internet metering, OpenMedia helped its 

community make more than 100,000 submissions as part of its community partnership initiative, 

#StopBellCensorship. It also crowdsourced its community for input on Anderson’s expert 

testimony.  

 

This crowdsourcing approach helped OpenMedia give its community members meaningful and 

direct access to what is typically an expert-driven process. When the CRTC chair attempted to 

dismiss Anderson’s testimony, which included the personal stories of community members, as 

out of scope, the story was picked up by the Globe and Mail. During the ensuing backlash, the 

CRTC chair was replaced and the incoming chair’s first order of business was to meet with 

OpenMedia and commit to a more open process. For supporters, this string of visible, concrete 

victories reinforced the importance of their participation in OpenMedia’s work. For the 

organization, these wins reinforced the power of making obscure policy processes accessible to 

its community and forcing decision-makers to respond to real stories from real people — or risk 

political consequences. OpenMedia continues to crowdsource its community to inform its policy 

positions and government relations strategy via a customized online platform and industry-

standard social media networks. 

 

4.2.2  To generate momentum behind a big idea  
The David Suzuki Foundation’s (DSF) Blue Dot community partnership initiative is a 

campaign centered around the idea that everyone in Canada should have the legal right to a 

healthy environment — clean air, safe drinking water, and a safe climate. Realizing this right in 

Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms is the campaign’s ultimate goal, but the path to 

constitutional change is long and rife with challenges — chief among them the fact that the 

concept of environmental rights is a relatively nascent one in Canada. In addition to legal and 

legislative efforts (carried out in partnership with the project client, Ecojustice), a public 

engagement strategy to “touch the hearts and minds of Canadians” was deployed to build 

momentum and develop a national network of grassroots advocates on the issue of 

environmental rights (A. Boisvert, personal communication, May 29, 2018).   

 

Blue Dot’s engagement strategy, designed by a former organizer for President Barack Obama’s 

presidential campaigns, was modelled after the distributed leadership framework popularized by 

Ganz and described in Chapter 2. The organization saw environmental rights and the Blue Dot 

campaign as opportunity to (a) introduce a game-changing concept to Canadians, and (b) 

accelerate the Foundation’s public engagement work, which had been identified as a core 

component of the organization’s mission to protect biodiversity and quality of life now, and for 
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the future. Since the Blue Dot campaign launched with a 22-stop national tour in 2014, more 

than 100,000 Canadians have joined the campaign. Volunteer advocates in more than 160 

municipalities across Canada have also successfully convinced their local governments to adopt 

declarations supporting their residents’ right to a healthy environment, signaling broad and 

growing public support for the legal recognition of environmental rights in Canada. 

 

Pull Together, a community partnership initiative focused on community fundraising in support 

of Indigenous-led legal challenges, first against Enbridge’s Northern Gateway Project and now 

the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion, began as a joint venture of RAVEN Trust, a charity 

dedicated to funding Indigenous legal challenges, and Sierra Club BC, British Columbia’s 

oldest environmental nonprofit. The big idea at the heart of the campaign is that the most 

strategic and winnable way to stop pipeline projects facing fierce public opposition on British 

Columbia’s coast is to back legal challenges led by Indigenous nations. By 2014, classic 

advocacy efforts and public outcry led by environmental groups had done little to stop projects 

from advancing, making a new approach necessary (A. Palframan, personal communication, 

June 26, 2018).  

 

Rather than focus on well-trod arguments opposing the pipeline, the campaign intentionally 

focused on the “unassailable” moral authority Indigenous communities have over stewarding the 

land, water, and air — distinct from the perspective environmental groups might provide, said 

Andrea Palframan of RAVEN Trust (personal communication, June 26, 2018). The message ⸻ 

not only would it be strategic to support Indigenous nations as they took the government and 

“Big Oil” to court, it could be fun. The result was an outreach campaign that grew into 

something bigger than either organization had anticipated at the outset. Since 2014, Pull 

Together has raised approximately $1.3 million dollars to support Indigenous legal challenges, 

and helped reframe public discourse about pipeline projects in the context of reconciliation and 

solidarity with Indigenous nations. The Indigenous-led lawsuits supported by Pull Together were 

instrumental in overturning the federal government’s approval of the Enbridge Northern 

Gateway Project and, more recently, the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion.  

 

4.2.3  To win 
The Dogwood Initiative, B.C.’s largest nonpartisan citizen action network, mounted its first 

field campaign to influence electoral outcomes in the 2011 federal election, after years focused 

on writing policy reports and running online petitions. Though that field campaign was 

successful in making tanker traffic a local election issue and preventing a pro-tanker candidate 

from being re-elected on Vancouver Island, it did not make a difference in the outcome of the 

election itself (L. Benson, personal communication, June 1, 2018). To start winning bigger, 

Dogwood decided to focus on building grassroots power and organizing communities to take 

action on issues that affect B.C.’s environment and democracy. Dogwood saw community 

organizing as the key to building the capacity to run, and win, a citizen’s initiative of its 
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choosing in the future. Unique to British Columbia, the citizen’s initiative process allows a 

registered voter to propose a new law or changes to an existing law to be voted on in a provincial 

referendum. A citizen’s initiative was used to repeal B.C.’s harmonized sales tax in 2011. By the 

time the 2015 federal election rolled around, Dogwood had expanded its organizing 

infrastructure and battle-tested it in the 2014 City of Vancouver municipal elections. In the days 

leading up to the federal election, more than 800 Dogwood volunteers made more than 40,000 

get-out-the-vote phone calls. A new government, led by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau was 

elected:  

In the B.C. ridings where Dogwood teams did not work, average turnout was 69.25 per 

cent and the decline in Conservative vote share was 12.87 per cent. In the ridings where 

Dogwood teams did work, average turnout was 71.64 per cent and the pro-tanker party 

saw its vote decline by an average of 22.9 per cent. (Dogwood, 2016, p. 7)   

 

Earthjustice, is the largest nonprofit environmental law organization in the United States. Like 

Ecojustice, Earthjustice focuses primarily on strategic public interest litigation and runs upwards 

of 400 cases each year. Its litigation work is also complemented by a legislative and advocacy 

arm. One area in which its litigation, legislative, and advocacy streams converged into a 

coalition-based community partnership initiative is its Protecting Farmworkers campaign. 

Though Earthjustice’s litigation to protect farmworkers, children, and consumers from pesticides 

dates back many years, as the organization turned its energy toward legislative efforts to 

strengthen the Agricultural Worker Protection Standard, it began to recognize that it lacked the 

“authority of experience” farmworker communities have. These communities are described as 

predominantly Latino or Indigenous immigrants, 50 per cent of whom are undocumented and 70 

per cent of whom have limited English proficiency (Earthjustice, personal communication, June 

8, 2018).  

 

Bridging this gap required Earthjustice to reimagine how it could build partnerships and share 

resources — including legal and legislative expertise, staff time, and in some instances, funding 

— with community groups working on the frontlines of the immigrant and farmworkers justice 

movements. Said a representative from Earthjustice: “It is incumbent upon us as folks that have 

access to the court and to the halls of Congress to be making sure that any policies we’re 

advancing are being informed and shaped by those that would stand to benefit from them ⸻ in 

this case farmworkers and the organizations that serve them” (Earthjustice, personal 

communication, June 8, 2018). Working directly with farmworkers and community 

organizations to develop an advocacy agenda that reflected their priorities and lived experience, 

and then resourcing them to meet face-to-face with members of Congress and government 

officials in Washington was instrumental in securing reforms. In 2015, the Agricultural Worker 

Protection Standard was finally updated with new provisions to protect farmworkers from the 

harmful effects of exposure to pesticides. Said Earthjustice in a media statement reacting to the 
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new standard: “This standard will give farmworkers renewed hope in our democratic process and 

in the political will to protect the most vulnerable.”  

 

4.3  Organizational pre-conditions for success 

This section provides an overview of three organizational pre-conditions that contributed to 

successful outcomes for the community partnership initiatives studied: (1) buy-in from senior 

leadership; (2) a clear theory of change; and (3) an engaged community. To collect the data 

presented in sections 4.3.1-4.3.3, the following interview questions (see Appendix A) were posed 

to all participants: 

• Can you describe the organizational or governance structure of the initiative (e.g. 

who is involved, resources required)? 

• Can you identify organizational factors (e.g. people, capacity, resources, 

infrastructure, culture etc.) that were core to the success of the initiative?   

• How did your organization determine it was ready, or that it was necessary, to 

take this approach? 

• How are you measuring the success or impact of the initiative? 

 

4.3.1  Buy-in from senior leadership  
Support — including observable encouragement, strategic guidance, and resource allocation — 

from executive and senior leadership is critical to the successful development and 

implementation of community partnership initiatives. Earthjustice’s investment in community-

based coalition-building is part of a broader organizational commitment to “leaning in” to its 

vision, values, and plans for diversity, equity, and inclusion. At every step of the way, said an 

Earthjustice representative, support from the organization’s senior leadership — including then-

president Trip Van Noppen — was instrumental: “It sends a very clear signal about what 

direction the organization should be heading” (Earthjustice, personal communication, June 8, 

2018). In the case of the Blue Dot campaign, the thought leadership of scholar Dr. David R. 

Boyd on environmental rights captured the passion of the David Suzuki and the Foundation’s 

chief executive officer. The Foundation then brought in a skilled leader, formally trained in 

Ganz’s distributed leadership model, to build and implement a full-scale community partnership 

initiative focused on environmental rights (A. Boisvert, personal communication, May 29, 2018). 

The combination of institutional leadership, functional expertise, and subject matter expertise 

made the work of deploying the Blue Dot campaign an organizational priority and helped quell 

tensions over the ways this campaign differed (or did not differ) from the Foundation’s legacy 

work:  

Some of our more established campaigners had a sense that [Blue Dot] really isn’t 

anything all that new, that we’ve done public engagement for a long time. So there were 

opportunities to share the commonalities and distinctions between the approach. I think 

both were true. It was a new methodology and new approach, and it shared a lot of the 
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same principles as other more historical and traditional organizing methods. (A. Boisvert, 

personal communication, May 29, 2018)  

 

In both instances, buy-in from senior leadership influenced the allocation of human resources 

and organizational assets. In addition to backing a national tour to launch the Blue Dot 

campaign, the David Suzuki Foundation recruited and hired a team of paid staff that now 

includes a campaign manager, digital specialist, communications specialist, coordinator, and 

several organizers. These staff, located across the country, are supported by the Foundation’s 

operational infrastructure, including its stack of technical tools that facilitate communications 

with, and among, volunteers, supporters, and donors. Similarly, Earthjustice dedicated significant 

resources to its in-community coalition-building efforts. In recognition that its community 

partners often did not have budget to put towards environmental advocacy, Earthjustice allocated 

its own staff and financial resources to ensure it was helping “lift all boats” and enabling equity 

in participation. In some instances, this meant covering travel costs so community members 

could meet with legislators in D.C. In other instances, it meant translating materials into Spanish 

or simply meeting with community members in person over a meal to demystify complex legal 

processes.  

 

4.3.2  A clear theory of change 
Palframan credits much of Pull Together’s success to the clarity of the initiative’s theory of 

change and the fact that it tapped into an existing movement but re-centered itself around 

Indigenous priorities and leadership: “People could see that Indigenous opposition to the 

[Northern Gateway] project had a moral authority that was unassailable in a way that was quite 

different from what environmental organizations could muster …we made our theory of change 

all about how this particular strategy of getting behind Indigenous legal challenges was going to 

work” (personal communication, June 26, 2018). That the campaign had a strategic focus on 

fundraising to support Indigenous legal challenges offered further clarity.  

 

While there was little the average person could do to directly influence the outcome of a legal 

case, they could raise money doing something they loved to ensure Indigenous nations were 

resourced to undertake the best possible legal strategy and retain the best possible legal counsel. 

The theory of change — supported by a string of landmark legal decisions, including Haida 

Nation v. British Columbia (Minister of Forests), Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia, and 

Gitxaala Nation v. Canada, won by Indigenous nations over the last 30 years — got another 

boost of credibility when the Federal Court of Appeal ruled that the federal government had 

failed to adequately consult with nations affected by Enbridge’s Northern Gateway project. As 

the decision effectively put an end to that project, Pull Together shifted its focus to supporting 

Indigenous-led lawsuits against the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion. In August 2018, the 

Federal Court of Appeal quashed the federal government’s approval of this project due, in part, 

to the government’s failure to adequately consult with affected Indigenous nations.  
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Dogwood Initiative’s organizing program is based on an overarching political theory of change 

that states:  

IF Dogwood builds enough organized support in a majority of B.C.’s provincial ridings, 

THEN we can force elected officials to make the policy and development decisions that 

will win our campaigns and meet our core goals, 

BECAUSE Dogwood and our allies would have the grassroots power and organizing 

capacity to elect or defeat candidates, win recall campaigns, and/or run a citizens’ 

initiative under any voting system. (Dogwood Initiative, 2018, p. 9) 

  

This theory of change drives Dogwood’s organizing work, acts as an accountability mechanism, 

and helps the organization’s staff prioritize activities and maintain a tight focus on long-range 

outcomes. It is a roadmap for staff and volunteers that helps situate their individual work within 

a broader context and, importantly, clarifies how change is possible. As in the case of Pull 

Together, real-world outcomes have reinforced the credibility of this theory of change for 

participants. During the 2015 federal election, Dogwood organized teams in 19 B.C. ridings: 

Outside of B.C. the Conservative party experienced a net loss of just 85,669 votes 

compared to the previous election. But here in B.C. the collapse was dire: a net 

loss of 149,075 votes, or 64 per cent of the national total. In the 19 ridings where 

Dogwood worked in the election, Conservative candidates lost 82,257 votes —

nearly as many as in the rest of the country put together. (Dogwood Initiative, 

2016, p. 7) 

The 2015 election was Dogwood’s largest ever mobilization effort, and the results reinforced its 

own belief in its theory of change and in the value of long-term organizing. The organization 

also learned that putting organizing infrastructure in place and investing years into relationship-

building and leadership development between election cycles were the key to Dogwood’s ability 

to mobilize thousands of people successfully, not the other way around. Attempting to build new 

teams while simultaneously mobilizing get-out-the-vote efforts taxed the organization’s 

resources and, more often than not, mistook new volunteers’ desire to engage in electoral politics 

for a desire to make a deeper commitment to organizing in their community on behalf of 

Dogwood. In other words, “mobilization moments are not really a time for organizing” (L. 

Benson, personal communication, June 1, 2018). 

 

4.3.3  An engaged community  
Community partnership initiatives draw upon the collective energy and contributions of an 

organization’s broader community, which makes an engaged community — however an 

organization may define that community — another pre-condition for successful initiatives. In 

three cases, large supporter bases were a proxy for engaged community members at the 

beginning of an initiative’s life cycle. The majority of the Dogwood Initiative’s nearly 270,000 

supporters joined the organization off its No Tankers petition; OpenMedia’s Stop the Meter 
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petition introduced the organization to half a million Canadians; and the David Suzuki 

Foundation’s email list reaches approximately 350,000 supporters. These groups had tens of 

thousands of supporters they could theoretically mobilize, but these supporters needed to be 

organized in some fashion to ensure the consistency and sustainability of mobilization efforts. 

Organized people are fundamental to being able to hold politicians to account, influence 

decision-making, and affect electoral outcomes: “You can’t do any of that unless you have a base 

of organized people who can mobilize each other at those key moments in big numbers” (L. 

Benson, personal communication, June 1, 2018). Over time, as community members self-

identified as wanting to deepen their relationships with the organization by taking increasingly 

frequent or sophisticated actions, each organization’s understanding and definition of its 

“engaged community” evolved.   

 

Pull Together took a slightly different approach to defining its community. It considered other 

value-aligned advocacy groups as key members of its community, and the initiative’s organizers 

leveraged their collective social capital to ask those groups to participate in the campaign by 

promoting its message, agreeing to host an event, or even sending an email to their membership. 

Many groups were looking for authentic and meaningful ways to demonstrate solidarity with 

Indigenous nations and agreed to participate in some capacity. Thus, Pull Together’s theory of 

change reached many thousands more people than it would have relying only on RAVEN Trust 

of Sierra Club BC’s email lists. Earthjustice’s Protecting Farmworkers initiative took yet another 

approach to defining an “engaged community”. In this case, the engaged community was 

comprised of the farmworkers and community-level groups directly affected by exposure to 

pesticides and an inadequate Agricultural Worker Protection Standard. As with the other 

initiatives studied, the theme of relationships as the building blocks of community emerged.  

Developing meaningful and reciprocal relationships is an ongoing process that requires many 

smaller acts of solidarity over the long-term, said an Earthjustice representative: 

It's not just about emails, it's about the phone calls. It's about being present and 

going to events that matter to them, educating yourself about their priorities. If 

their priorities are not just environmental, what are the other priorities that they 

care about? And what is it that you can do to help advance that as well, because 

being a partner is about being there for folks, not just on what matters to you, but 

on what matters to them as well. (personal communication, June 8, 2018) 

 

4.4  Ongoing challenges & learning 
This section provides an overview of four areas of ongoing challenges and learning for the 

organizations and community partnership initiatives studied: (1) measuring impact; (2) shared 

ownership; (3) creating inclusive and equitable spaces; and (4) bridging from one initiative to 

another. To collect the data presented in sections 4.4.1-4.4.4, the following interview questions 

(see Appendix A) were posed to all participants: 
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• In developing and implementing your initiative what worked well? What didn’t 

work?  

• Reflecting on your experience, what are key considerations for working in 

partnership with your community?   

• What ongoing challenges are you still trying to figure out? 

• What did you wish you had known before starting the initiative? What advice 

would you give someone considering a similar project at their organization? 

 

4.4.1  Measuring impact  
For all five of the organizations and initiatives studied for this report, defining impact and setting 

up a system to track and quantify it is an area of ongoing challenge and learning. Impact, while 

specific to the context of a particular initiative, can be roughly classified into three outcomes: 

dollars raised; engagement activity; and political, legislative, or legal wins. For instance, Pull 

Together’s primary metric of impact was dollars raised and events hosted. It, however, struggled 

to define a pyramid of engagement that integrated a distributed leadership component. The 

initiative also grew faster than its systems, so while a community fundraising tool had been set 

up to process donations and automate individual fundraising campaigns, there was no 

comparable tool for tracking participant interactions. Meanwhile, OpenMedia’s key metrics were 

advocacy-oriented, and focused on the quantity and quality of actions taken by its community 

members. One challenge it encountered was balancing the desire for data sophistication against 

return-on-investment: 

At some point, we were like, “Wait, maybe we need a pyramid of engagement 

within the top of the pyramid” … I don't think us getting that sophisticated 

actually made us more effective. I think we're more effective when we broadly 

want to get more people engaged … You can have five data scientists working on 

it or you could have none, and the none might be just as good. (S. Anderson, 

personal communication, June 5, 2018). 

  

The Dogwood Initiative sets its organizing and mobilizing goals based on available internal data 

points and does its best to hold itself to those figures; however, setting realistic and accurate 

targets is an ongoing challenge because the organization often uses real-time campaign results to 

test hypotheses and inform evolving strategies. At an organizational level, the growth trajectory 

of Dogwood’s organizing model mirrors that of the organization itself, signaling the positive 

contributions a community partnership initiative can make to different parts of an organization: 

“When our organizing teams go out to build support through one-on-one conversations for 

campaigns, that’s building our list which allows us to recruit more donations, which support the 

salaries for our organizers and pay for digital systems so we can reach more people” (L. Benson, 

personal communication, June 1, 2018). 
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The David Suzuki Foundation uses a pyramid of engagement to track advocacy and donor 

activity among its supporter base and applied the same methodology to the Blue Dot campaign. 

Key metrics included the number of environmental rights pledge-takers, municipal declarations 

passed in support of environmental rights, and volunteers. Boisvert noted that these metrics 

capture high-level digital activity, but do not perfectly account for offline activity, such as in-

person interactions, or offer a nuanced snapshot of each volunteer’s personal experience 

(personal communications, May 29, 2018). Some of these information gaps are the product of a 

technical stack that lacks certain operational functions or is not yet fully integrated, and logistical 

or resource constraints that limit the organization’s ability to implement systemic solutions. 

Measuring qualitative change within the broader environmental movement also presents a 

practical challenge, due to the scope of Blue Dot’s goal of achieving recognition of the right to a 

healthy environment in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms:  

How has training literally hundreds of volunteers and equipping them with staff 

support and resources and mentorship made a difference overall in the 

environmental movement? … that may be a question that we can only answer 

down the road. We may not be able to see that for some time. (A. Boisvert, 

personal communication, May 29, 2018) 

 

4.4.2  Shared ownership 
Another area of challenge and growth four key interviewees noted is navigating the process of 

negotiating shared ownership of an organization’s mission and the community partnership 

initiative itself. Central to the distributed leadership framework (described in Chapter 2) David 

Suzuki Foundation and the Dogwood Initiative use to ground their initiatives, is the notion that 

the more deeply a participant engages with a particular campaign, the more responsibility they 

assume for outcomes. And with more responsibility comes greater expectations from participants 

about access and influence on the direction of the organization’s work. The key question, 

Boisvert said, is “to what degree are you as an organization willing to share control and let your 

supporters generate their own ideas and actions based on what where their energy is and what 

really matters to them?” (personal communication, May 29, 2018). Providing clarity about how 

the organization makes decisions, as well as the role of volunteer teams and where they can 

influence, inform and give input on those decisions, has helped Dogwood navigate this tension. 

The organization’s staff organizers facilitate two-way communication between volunteers and 

Dogwood’s leadership. This process, said Benson, is a “constant negotiation”:  

[We try] to be really specific that if you’re organizing with Dogwood this is what 

you're signing on to. We work on these campaigns. We are really focused and if 

you want to go do other stuff, that's amazing … but doesn't mean that Dogwood is 

going to do all the things that you want to do, or endorse all the things. We can't 

have folks carrying our brand into anything and everything, but we want you to 

go work on the things that are important to you, and use those skills [you’ve 
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learned] to make other changes in the world as well. (personal communication, 

June 1, 2018) 

  

A sense of ownership over a shared mission is imperative for organizations that want to 

effectively, and respectfully, engage their community members. Said Anderson: “If we want 

institutions to be more accountable to democratic input then we should do that as well” (personal 

communication, June 5, 2018). This does not, however, mean organizations need to give up all 

control. Rather, organizations should see their role as setting the frame of reference within which 

community members can participate. In the case of another community partnership initiative 

OpenMedia co-led, the “Reimagine CBC” campaign, this approach helped discourage Internet 

trolls and set boundaries on what input would be taken seriously: 

[The premise was that] we believe in the role of public media in the 21st century, 

and we want to see it grow and adapt, and be reimagined to be even better … 

That's the parameters of the conversation. And so we're going to have a discussion 

about how best to do that. And we're going to crowdsource a vision for the CBC 

and how we can invest in it. (S. Anderson, personal communication, June 5, 2018) 

According to Palframan, Pull Together’s success was aided by the principle of shared ownership 

and empowering community members to have agency over their experience. Some of the most 

successful fundraising events, such as a tour of the San Juan Islands, were ones entirely designed 

by individuals, as opposed to campaign staff. “We’re unleashing the full-force of this kickass 

community” was a common refrain among the initiative’s organizers, who saw their job not as 

being prescriptive about what people should or should not do, but as affirming the important role 

fundraisers could play within the broader struggle for Indigenous rights and environment justice 

(A. Palframan, personal communication, June 26, 2018).  

 

4.4.3  Creating inclusive and equitable spaces 
Two interviewees suggested that in order to design an inclusive community partnership 

initiative, organizations have to ask themselves the following questions: 

• Who are we not reaching? 

• Who’s not included? 

• Who can we bring in? 

Partnerships require mutual benefit. Four of the five interviewees noted that environmental 

organizations are often perceived to have an “inherently unjust and transactional” approach to 

coalition-building, in which they ask other parties to step out of their comfort zone and support 

environmental issues, yet are unwilling to do the same (Earthjustice, personal communication, 

June 8, 2018). Addressing this perception is an area of continual growth and requires 

organizations to actively consider how they can meaningfully integrate diversity, equity, and 

inclusion into their work, policies and practices, and organizational culture. In the Canadian 

context, reconciling with Canada’s colonial history and the contemporary oppression of 
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Indigenous nations is another critical area for reflection (A. Palframan, personal communication, 

June 26, 2018). 

 

As mentioned in Section 4.3.1, Earthjustice has made a concerted and organization-wide 

commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. The expectation is that every staff member in 

every department is actively thinking about how to integrate these principles into their day-to-

day work. In recent years, the organization has also invested heavily in cultural competency 

training for staff and in shifting the demographics of its workforce so they more closely resemble 

the communities the organization serves. This work has laid a foundation for the organization to 

expand its range of partners and clients: 

Historically, we've just been an organization that has represented predominantly white 

environmental organizations, or [organizations] whose entire mission is dedicated to 

conservation or environmental protection … [Now] we represent labor unions, civil rights 

organizations, community groups, children's health organizations … it has definitely 

broadened the types of expertise we know we can count on at the table. And it has 

enriched how we go about our work and it has made us more effective in the long run. 

(Earthjustice, personal communication, June 8, 2018) 

 

4.4.4  Bridging from one initiative to another 
Three interviewees discussed the uncertainty around the extent to which is it possible, or when it 

is appropriate, to encourage large swaths of its supporter base to follow the organization from 

one initiative to another. In the case of Dogwood, whose No Tankers initiative is the cornerstone 

of its organizing program and the entry point for the vast majority of its supporter base, this is an 

acute issue with which the organization’s staff is currently grappling: 

We do a lot of stewardship work [with our supporter base] to introduce them to 

other campaigns. Our communications program is all about connecting all the 

dots and giving people information about the things they care about … and 

highlighting core values that connect all campaigns together. But you can’t keep 

everybody. (L. Benson, personal communication, June 1, 2018) 

At Open Media, another organization’s whose community size ballooned off the strength off a 

single initiative (#StopBellCensorship), the organization managed to bridge supporters to new 

initiatives by creating low-barrier invitations for supporters to get involved with new or 

emerging issues (S. Anderson, personal communication, June 5, 2018). 

 

In the meantime, the David Suzuki Foundation is also exploring how the distributed leadership 

and organizing model Blue Dot uses could be applied to the Foundation’s other projects. One 

instance in which it has started to do this is with its Charged Up initiative, which is focused on 

activating advocates for community-led renewable energy projects. Though the organization 

recognizes a community organizing approach may be effective in supporting other initiatives, for 
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the time being it considers whether to deploy that approach on a project-by-project basis rather 

than making it the rule:   

It is a question of being really respectful of the existing [Blue Dot] network … is 

it a question of changing the focus of those people or creating an invitation for 

them, and others, to get involved in community organizing work? That said, 

[community organizing] is very resource intensive … From an organizational 

standpoint, there are questions at play around how much of this do we do? How 

effective is it? And when is it effective? (A. Boisvert, May 29, 2018).  

 

4.5  Summary  
The primary data provided an overview, informed by practice, of why organizations have 

undertaken community partnership initiatives, what organizational pre-conditions were in place 

to support their implementation, and areas of ongoing challenge and learning.   

 

The semi-structured format of the interviews allowed for in-depth discussion of each 

organization’s experience. The origins and impetus of each organization’s community 

partnership initiative was discussed to understand how such initiatives inform and contribute to 

the mission, goals, and objectives of each organization. Interviewees were asked to identify 

organizational pre-conditions for success to provide a sense of the functional requirements of 

viable community partnership initiatives. Finally, areas of ongoing challenges and learning were 

explored to highlight the broader existential questions and tensions that are likely to surface as an 

organization considers undertaking, and then implements, a community partnership initiative.  
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5.0  Discussion & Analysis  
This chapter opens with a discussion of Ecojustice’s current state and then presents a synthesis of 

findings from the primary data and literature review to answer the research questions introduced 

in Chapter 1: 

• How do community partnership initiatives help nonprofit organizations increase 

their impact and achieve their missions?  

• What are common challenges to implementing community partnership initiatives 

in nonprofit settings? 

• What are smart practices for developing and implementing community 

partnership initiatives?  

• Under what conditions could, and should, Ecojustice consider developing a 

community partnership initiative? 

 

As findings from the primary data and the literature review demonstrate, the development and 

implementation of community partnership initiatives have significant implications for an 

organization’s culture, systems and infrastructure, and strategy. The primary data findings further 

underscore that these initiatives are most effective when they are mission-driven and customized 

to leverage an organization’s unique assets and strengths. While community partnership 

initiatives take various forms specific to the particular circumstances of the host organization 

(e.g. community organizing or community fundraising) the primary data findings reveal 

overlapping smart practices and challenges relevant to Ecojustice’s own consideration of 

whether it could, or should, undertake the development of a community partnership initiative.  

 

This discussion addresses and analyzes the insights that surfaced in the primary data, and where 

relevant, connects them to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  

 

5.1  Ecojustice’s current state 
This section draws upon internal Ecojustice documents to paint a picture of the organization’s 

current state, which informs the options and recommendations presented in Chapter 6. 

Documents reviewed include Ecojustice’s 2017-20 strategic plan, key performance indicator 

dashboard, department operational plans, and five-year budget forecast. 

 

Measuring impact 

Success at Ecojustice is quantified primarily through the functional outputs of its departments. 

For example, program teams can track the number of lawsuits launched and ensuing legal or 

environmental outcomes; the fundraising team can measure dollars raised and donor retention; 

the communications team can tally press clippings and market awareness; and the operations 

team can assess employee engagement. These individual outputs, critical to the operation of a 
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stable and competitive organization, may indicate functional effectiveness but may not 

necessarily indicate progress toward fulfilling Ecojustice’s mission and achieving its vision. In 

other words, functional competency plays a critical role in creating and sustaining the 

organizational conditions (engaged staff, adequate funding, communications systems, and so 

forth) that support Ecojustice’s ability to pursue its ambitious goals. It is not — nor should it be 

— synonymous with achieving impact itself.  

 

The challenge of measuring impact and calculating social value is well-documented in the 

literature. Mulgan (2010) highlights two reasons why: (1) most metrics assume value is objective 

even though value is not an objective fact, and (2) current measures of social value conflate 

accountability to external stakeholders, managing internal operations, and evaluating social 

impact. In Ecojustice’s case, its metrics of success fall short of assessing its impact on society. 

Ultimately, the organization’s raison d’être is not to win lawsuits, raise money, or retain 

employees. It is to use the law to protect the environment ⸻ to defend nature, combat climate 

change, and fight for a healthy environment for all. A survey of Ecojustice’s 2017-20 strategic 

plan indicates that the organization defines “impact” as winning reforms though judicial or 

legislative processes that embed principles of social and environmental justice in Canada’s legal, 

political, and economic systems.  

 

Impact on this scale may be catalyzed, and even secured, through litigation but unless paired 

with an integrated engagement strategy aimed at winning hearts and minds, is unlikely to be 

sustained. Stoddard notes (1997): 

Lawsuits are effective at highlighting problems. They may be effective at forcing 

government to face up to problems. But they are often ineffective at the long-term 

resolution of issues with deep cultural roots, for they focus on rules rather than the 

culture that sustains those results, and as a result frequently fail to engage or 

connect with the public. (p. 985-986)   

As such, if “lawyers-activists truly seek deep, lasting change, [they] have to ‘connect’ with the 

public” (Stoddard, 1997, p. 991) through complementary community engagement efforts.  

Indeed, recent history suggests that laws that do not enjoy widespread public support or 

understanding are at an ongoing risk of being clawed back by lawmakers. In Canada, the federal 

environmental law rollbacks of 2012 were a startling reminder that legal protections can be 

stripped away before the public fully understands what has been lost (Page & Robinson, 2012).  

 

Opportunity analysis: Community partnership initiatives 

Like many established charitable organizations, Ecojustice has traditionally relied upon the 

‘armchair activism’ model, which is a model where the organization solicits its supporters to 

fund its activities (Hestres, 2014, p. 325). In recent years, however, a demand for a more 

inclusive and participatory approach to Ecojustice’s work has emerged. This is particularly the 

case among the organization’s growing community of supporters, which has expressed a desire 
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to engage with Ecojustice beyond simply making a donation (Russell & Hocking, 2017, p. 27, 

89). The emergence of digital tools and rise of social networks during the last decade has also 

expanded the parameters of what it means to support an organization. Supporters may now 

include people who choose to engage with the organization in a multitude of ways, such as 

subscribing to Ecojustice’s email list, sharing content in a myriad of ways, participating in digital 

advocacy actions, joining its social networks, or volunteering their time. These new types of 

supporters can bring value to the organization in the form of social currency and political clout, 

even though some may be unable to support the organization financially at this time. Depending 

on their personal circumstances, some may never become donors. As a result, Ecojustice — like 

many cause-based organizations — is challenged to “decouple fundraising from the definition of 

membership” (Hestres, 2014, p. 324) and consider how to best leverage these supporters and 

meet their diverse needs and expectations.   

 

Throughout its history, Ecojustice has looked to partner and client organizations (typically other 

environmental groups) to bring policy expertise and campaign muscle to bear to complement 

Ecojustice’s legal strategy (Rush, 2012, p. 6). While this approach made sense during the early 

days of Ecojustice, this model many now constrain the organization’s strategy and ultimately, its 

impact. For instance, in representing well-known organizations such as Greenpeace Canada, 

World Wildlife Fund and the David Suzuki Foundation on major litigation files, Ecojustice often 

shares its biggest media and fundraising opportunities with others. Sometimes it may be required 

to soften its public communications or legal approach in deference to clients who are motivated 

to preserve their access to decision-makers. In other instances, the sheer length of time it can take 

for a litigation to make it way through the courts means that a client organization that may have 

been actively engaged on an issue at the outset of the case may no longer have funding or staff to 

commit to that issue by the time the litigation concludes and attention shifts to monitoring and 

implementation. Finally, much of aspirational and rights-based litigation identified in 

Ecojustice’s strategic plan would likely require the organization to represent individuals or 

community groups (as opposed to other established environmental groups) who have the 

authority of lived experience but no professional campaign or government relations experience. 

These conditions present a new set of opportunities and challenges for Ecojustice to consider in 

contemplating its appetite for building strategic initiatives to leverage its litigation efforts and 

maximize the organization’s impact. 

 

5.2  Community partnership initiatives & impact 
How can community partnership initiatives help nonprofit organizations increase their 

impact and achieve their missions? 

Primary data findings, supported by the frameworks introduced in Chapter 2, indicate that 

community partnership initiatives have the potential to help organizations achieve mission-

critical outcomes — raising more money, reaching more people, and winning more political, 
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legislative, or legal victories — the sum of which enhances an organizations’ ability to fulfill its 

mission and have a lasting impact (see Fig. 11, below). While the primary focus of each initiative 

studied differs — e.g. Pull Together’s emphasis on fundraising as compared to Protecting 

Farmworker’s emphasis on in-community outreach and relationship building — all key 

informants noted that success in one area begat success in others. For instance, in the process of 

raising more than $1 million to support Indigenous-led court victories against Enbridge’s 

Northern Gateway pipeline and the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion, Pull Together also 

reached thousands of Canadians who had not been previously engaged with RAVEN Trust nor 

its partner Sierra Club BC. Or, in the case of the Dogwood Initiative’s No Tankers campaign, it 

organized its supporters and trained them to mobilize their own communities in order to win 

critical electoral fights. In the process of doing so, Dogwood has been able to recruit more than 

270,000 supporters and 800 volunteers — all of whom are either donors or could be considered 

donor prospects for the organization. This notion that, as an initiative does its work, it gains 

momentum and attracts more people and resources and therefore increases its capacity to achieve 

its goal, is also reflected in the literature (Price, 2017, p. 58). 

 

Fig. 11 – Outcomes of Community Partnership Initiatives Studied 

Organization  

Community 

partnership initiative 

Raise more money Reach more people Win political/ 

legislative/legal 

victories 

David Suzuki 

Foundation 

Blue Dot Movement 

x x x 

Dogwood Initiative 

No Tankers campaign 
x x x 

Earthjustice 

Protecting 

Farmworkers 

 x x 

OpenMedia 

#StopBellCensorship 
 x x 

RAVEN Trust  

Pull Together 
x x x 

 

5.3  Common challenges 
What are common challenges to implementing community partnership initiatives in 

nonprofit settings? 

 

Primary data findings and insights from the literature review reveal three main areas of potential 

challenge for organizations looking to develop and implement a community partnership 
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initiative: (1) misaligned priorities; (2) misaligned strategy; and (3) misaligned systems. The 

discussion that follows addresses each of these areas of challenge. 

 

Misalignment among organizational leaders about the priority and relevance of community-

centered approaches, or the intended purpose of a potential community partnership initiative, is 

likely to stymie the progress — and possibly the long-term impact — of that initiative. As the 

David Suzuki Foundation’s experience with the Blue Dot Movement demonstrates, whether an 

initiative has been prioritized by an organization or is being championed by a critical mass of its 

senior leaders is likely to affect the financial and human resources available to that initiative. 

Meanwhile, Earthjustice’s experience indicates that the adoption and prioritization of more 

community-centered approaches may invite a more existential consideration of why, how, and 

for whom an organization does its work, potentially triggering a reinterpretation of an 

organization’s mission, vision, and stated values. Price notes that in these moments of transition, 

senior leaders have an important role to play in guiding the organization and navigating what can 

be challenging conversations: 

If staff and key volunteers aren’t fully bought in and excited about this new 

direction, then they will sabotage its execution either intentionally or passively. 

This means that staff, key volunteers, and supporters need to be brought into a 

conversation about why the organization is making this shift and how it will help 

to fulfill its mission. (Price, 2017, p. 88) 

 

Challenges can also abound when senior leaders are not aligned on the strategy — the theory of 

change, goal, objectives, tactics, and timeline — for a community partnership initiative. A lack 

of clarity or shared understanding of the initiative’s theory of change and strategy can result in 

different parts of an organization inadvertently working at functionally important, but cross-

strategic purposes. For example, Dogwood has internal targets for both organizing supporters 

and mobilizing communities. It learned, however, during the 2015 federal election that trying to 

build new organizing teams and simultaneously mobilize communities in get-out-the-vote efforts 

overextended the organization’s infrastructure. Though the strategy for a community partnership 

initiative cannot be all things to all people within an organization, it can articulate a broad 

strategic goal (e.g. flip 12 swing ridings in B.C. during the upcoming federal election) and the 

supporting operational objectives (e.g. platform analysis, phone-banking, door-to-door 

canvassing, media outreach, fundraising, etc.) that make the goal achievable. This then offers a 

strategic lens through which the organization can determine how to most effectively allocate its 

resources and align the functional outputs of its departments with the strategic outcomes it seeks.  

 

Imperfect alignment between the many systems any one organization uses to communicate with 

supporters, share information internally, or measure results can also present challenges when 

developing and implementing a community partnership initiative — particularly when it comes 

to evaluating impact. This point was highlighted by all key informants and extensively in the 



 
 

[41] 
 

literature (Anderson, 2018, Price, 2017). Pull Together and the David Suzuki Foundation’s 

shared struggle to track participant interactions with confidence further demonstrates that no 

matter where an organization may fall on the spectrum of emerging (Pull Together) to well-

established (David Suzuki Foundation), this is an ongoing area of challenge. While the ideal is 

for organizations to ensure end-to-end system integration, the literature and key informants both 

acknowledge that integration is a moving target and something to continually strive toward — 

albeit somewhat slowly due to the time, resource, and capacity constraints most nonprofits face. 

 

Achieving alignment 

Alignment can be achieved, to the extent possible, by asking three questions (see Fig. 12, below). 

Getting aligned on priority means asking, “What’s most important?” The answer is a 

manifestation of an organization’s mission and vision and an expression of its values. Getting 

aligned on strategy means asking, “What’s the plan?” The answer is driven by a theory of change 

and articulates a clear goal, objectives, and time-bound tactics. Getting aligned on systems means 

asking, “How will the work get done?” The answer should encompass the interdependence of the 

people, operational systems, and resources required to execute the work of a community 

partnership initiative. It is in the space where these three areas of challenge and inquiry overlap 

that smart practices related to the development and implementation of community partnership 

surface (discussed in the next section).  

 

Fig. 12 – Achieving Alignment: Priority, Strategy & Systems 

 
 

 

  

PRIORITY: 
What's most 
important?

•Mission & vision

•Organizational values

STRATEGY: 
What's the plan?

•Theory of change

•Goal & objectives

•Tactics & timeline

SYSTEMS: 
How will the work 

get done?

•People

•Operational systems

•Resources

Alignment achieved: 

• Organization-

facing smart 

practices 

• Community-facing 

smart practices 
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5.4  Smart practices 
What are smart practices for developing and implementing community partnership 

initiatives? 

 

The discussion is divided into two main themes: organization-facing smart practices and 

community-facing smart practices. These smart practices are informed first by the characteristics 

of successful community partnership initiatives described in the literature review (see Section 

2.3), and second, by the practical experiences key informants shared during their semi-structured 

interviews.  

 

5.4.1  Organization-facing smart practices 
This section provides an overview of three organization-facing smart practices for developing 

and integrating community partnership initiatives. These smart practices are centered around 

satisfying organizational pre-conditions that underpin successful community partnership 

initiatives, as identified in the primary data and literature review.  

 

Align executive leadership & identify champions 

Support and guidance from an organization’s senior leaders (specifically at the executive 

director/CEO and director levels) is critical to successfully undertaking a community partnership 

initiative, interviews with key informants and the literature review revealed.  From brokering 

buy-in and setting expectations among staff, to allocating resources and setting the strategic 

direction of the organization, these leaders have great influence over an organization’s culture, 

priorities, and structure. Said one interviewee: “If the leadership is not behind it, you're going to 

have one person climbing a mountain, pushing a boulder up the hill on their own. And that's 

definitely not fair for how much time and effort it takes to do this work right.”  

 

In situations where the introduction of a community partnership initiative signals a departure 

from the way an organization has done things in the past, ensuring that senior leadership teams 

are aligned on the purpose, priority, and people for that initiative is critical to addressing the 

inevitable operational hiccups that come with trying something new, avoiding mixed messages to 

staff, and overcoming what Price (2017) calls “organizational inertia” (p. 87). Listed below are 

questions an organization’s senior leaders can ask to gain clarity on these points: 

• Purpose: What will the initiative exist to do? What opportunity — the intersection 

between a strategic objective and business need — will it meet?  

• Priority: How important is the initiative relative to the organization’s other work? 

What resources (staff time, budget) need to be committed to this initiative, and what 

does that mean for other work? 
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• People: Who is accountable for what work? What support do they need? How will 

operational decisions be made? 

 

Two interviewees also noted the importance of “champions” within an organization — early 

adopters who are considered trustworthy, credible subject matter experts that play a key role in 

creating, or facilitating the creation of, a community partnership initiative. These champions may 

be staff members, but often also include at least one senior leadership team member, who bring 

new perspective, ideas, and energy that form the basis of a prospective community partnership 

initiative. In situations in which an organization’s senior leader group may not yet be convinced 

about the utility of a community partnership initiative or aligned around a shared vision for a 

prospective initiative, these champions can provide insight or guidance that helps the group work 

through the questions above, crystallize institutional support, and ultimately, chart a critical path 

forward.  

  

Integrate digital systems, tools & data 

Three interviewees noted that fully integrating the digital systems, tools, and data the 

organization uses to communicate and engage with community members, manage relationships 

with donors and volunteers, and empower community members to lead their own networks is 

essential, not only to the development and implementation of an effective community partnership 

initiative, but to an organization’s ability to maintain its relevance in a highly competitive 

information landscape. This smart practice was also echoed in the literature (Price, 2017; Mogus 

& Liacas, 2016). In most cases, interviewees noted that there was no universal system or tool 

that served all of their organizations’ needs, so they relied on a range of customized systems and 

tools to carry out core activities — for instance, using one tool to deploy email communications, 

another to house donation information, another to run advocacy actions, and another to manage 

volunteer organizers. Ensuring that these tools, which each serve a specific function for the 

initiative and the broader organization, work well together to provide comprehensive and 

actionable insights on each community member’s behaviour and user journey is critical to 

organizations’ ability to track how people progress through a prescribed engagement model, 

calibrate campaigns, and have confidence that resources are being appropriately allocated to the 

most high-impact activities.  

 

Four interviewees suggested that integration is a process rather than an end-point, given how 

rapidly the systems and tools they use evolve, the velocity at which user expectations change, 

and the realities of working in a nonprofit setting where time and resources can feel like they are 

in perpetual short supply. According to one interviewee, a recurring challenge their organization 

faced in implementing their community partnership initiative was “feeling limited based on the 

tools that we have, and to what extent we can actually differentiate the roles that volunteers play 

in the communities where we're organizing, and to have up-to-date data and clarity on who our 
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people are and what they're up to.” The same interviewee noted that while the organization’s 

systems and processes have improved over time, progress was deliberate and incremental, 

reflective of the fact that many parts of the organization use the same suite of tools to serve a 

variety of functions beyond the community partnership initiative itself. Indeed, a phased 

approach to digital integration is a practical suggestion supported by the primary data and 

literature review. Such an approach can be loosely divided into the follow four phases: 

• Mapping: Assess the current state of the digital systems, tools, and data the 

organization currently uses, their dependencies, users, and user capabilities  

• Focusing: Decide what data is mission-critical, what data is “nice to have”, and what 

data is irrelevant 

• Brainstorming: Generate possible solutions for addressing information gaps or blind 

spots  

• Prioritizing: Rank solutions to be tested or implemented based on urgency vs. need  

 

Invest in a diversity, equity & inclusion action plan 

All interviewees said that an institutional commitment to advancing diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, both within their organization and in its outward-facing work, is critical to sustaining 

the relevance of their respective community partnership initiatives. The values of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion, one interviewee noted, are mission-critical and must be embedded in every 

facet of organizations that purport to work in the public interest: “There’s no winning on 

diversity, equity, and inclusion from one day to another. It’s something we have to do every 

single day”.  In practice, this means excavating the questions of “Who is not included”, “Who is 

not at the decision-making table”, and “Why?” It also means providing training to staff on 

cultural competency, implicit bias, and self-awareness so they can explore those questions 

proactively and thoughtfully and allocating resources — primarily time and people — to support 

the process of integrating diversity, equity, and inclusion into the organization’s culture, policies, 

and practice. Committing to this process, the literature adds, offers a number of practical benefits 

for organizations and the broader movement they serve, including “expanding …constituency 

base[s], translating into political wins, higher public support, more members, a larger volunteer 

base, richer partnerships, and more financial support” (Bonta & Jordan, 2007, p. 20). Diversity, 

Bonta and Jordan (2007) further note, also improves the effectiveness of organizations because it 

invites an influx of new ideas, approaches, knowledge, and experiences that inform 

organizational strategy, provide access to untapped resources, and create opportunities for 

relationship-building with historically excluded communities.   

  

The primary data, as discussed later in this chapter, indicates that an affinity between an 

organization’s mission and the theory of change at the heart of its proposed community initiative 

partnership is key to the effectiveness and uptake of that initiative by the organization’s broader 

community. This parallels recommendations found in the literature about approaching diversity 
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and inclusion efforts with a mission-driven rationale, as opposed to undertaking them simply 

because “it’s the right thing to do”. The latter approach, suggests Park (2007), inevitably sees 

“the right thing to do” deprioritized among other seemingly urgent organizational issues: 

A clear, widely embraced, and jointly-defined, mission-driven rationale…requires an 

inextricable tie to the organization’s mission to sustain the lifelong work of culture 

change and partnering across difference. The mission has to drive the integration of  

diversity and inclusion throughout an organization’s programs and processes and the 

creation of an intentional — not de facto, status quo — culture where people feel valued 

and respected, enabling them to do their best work. (p. 46) 

 

Key informants interviewed during the primary data phase and the literature both note that the 

efficacy of the mainstream environmental movement has been constrained by its failure to 

systemically address well-founded criticisms that it is too insular, elitist, and perhaps worst of 

all, culturally indifferent. So, how do organizations begin to undertake the long-term work of 

integrating diversity and inclusion into their DNA? The following steps are summarized from 

key informant interviews and the literature: 

• Articulate a mission-driven rationale for integrating diversity and inclusion into all 

parts of the organization; 

• Assess the current state of the organization with respect to diversity, equity, and, 

inclusion, and available resources to dedicate to this work; 

• Determine what success looks like at the organization and what missing skills and 

resources are needed to achieve it; 

• Build a plan that sets out clear, measurable goals, objectives and activities that 

provides opportunities for all people in an organization to contribute; and 

• Implement the plan with the understanding that missteps are inevitable, but offer 

valuable learnings and opportunities to invite people with relevant lived experiences 

to join in this work. 

 

5.4.2  Community-facing smart practices 
This section provides an overview of three community-facing smart practices for developing and 

integrating community partnership initiatives, informed by the primary data and literature 

review. These smart practices focus on inspiring, identifying, and organizing the community at 

the heart of a prospective initiative.  

 

Articulate a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change 

Having determined the purpose, priority, people, and plan of a prospective community 

partnership initiative, and presuming the organization has integrated digital systems, tools, and 

data to support the delivery of the initiative as well as a plan for creating an inclusive culture for 

the people it intends to engage through that initiative, the primary data and literature found that 
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articulating a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change is a smart practice. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, the theory of change summarizes the strategy of a community partnership initiative 

and acts as the lens through which goals, objectives, and activities should be planned, 

implemented, and measured. It is clear when it articulates how change is possible and lays out a 

roadmap for how community members will get from point A to point B and make a difference; it 

is credible when it links specific community actions to measurable, tangible outcomes; and it is 

compelling when it reflects the lived reality — the hopes, anxieties, and values — of community 

members and describes what it looks like to win.  

 

Another theme highlighted by key informants was the importance of alignment between the 

organization’s mission and the theory of change espoused by a particular community partnership 

initiative. The role a community partnership initiative will play in advancing a broader, shared 

mission should be obvious ⸺ misalignment between the two can undermine the organization’s 

credibility and raise doubts about the driving forces behind a particular initiative. 

  

Define the community  

With a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change at hand, the primary data and literature 

found that undertaking an intentional process to define “community” in relation to the proposed 

initiative is a smart practice for ensuring the effectiveness of a community partnership initiative. 

This entails determining the characteristics of the individuals or groups of people who have, or 

could have, a role to play in advancing the initiative’s theory of change, and identifying 

pathways for how the organization can connect with those individuals or groups. In the case of 

Pull Together, organizers identified the initiative’s community as Canadians who were opposed 

to Enbridge’s Northern Gateway project and looking for solution-oriented ways to take action in 

their own lives. While organizers found they could initially rely on a handful of long-time Sierra 

Club BC supporters (Sierra Club BC was one of Pull Together’s founding groups) to commit to 

the initiative, organizers did not have an immediate way to access to large swaths of like-minded 

Canadians. To overcome this, they started building relationships with organizations with larger 

and highly-engaged supporter bases, and eventually invited them to contribute to the initiative in 

whatever way those organizations felt would be appropriate. In practice, this saw some 

organizations send out chaperoned emails on behalf of Pull Together to their lists while others 

appealed directly to their supporters to get involved with Pull Together. The end result was that 

Pull Together’s message reached thousands more prospective community members than it would 

have had Pull Together attempted to go it alone. 

 

“Meeting” community members is just the first step in what is, ideally, a lasting partnership 

structured as an engagement experience with distinct phases — each of which has the effect of 

deepening community members’ commitment to the initiative and fellow participants. A range of 

engagement models are proposed in the literature, but key informant interviewees suggested that 
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the most important qualities of an effective engagement model is that it is specific to the mission, 

goals, and work of each organization; reflects the community it is trying to engage and organize; 

and, is simple to follow. One method for organizing community members, tracking their activity, 

and ensuring that staff are investing an appropriate amount of time in each person to maximize 

return, is a pyramid of engagement (see Fig. 13, below).  

 

Fig. 13 – Basic Pyramid of Engagement (Christensen, 2018) 

 

While the quantity of levels, what they are called, and how they are defined may vary from 

organization to organization, the basic premise of an engagement pyramid is that the relationship 

community members at the base of the pyramid have with the initiative tends to be more 

transactional and driven by broadcast-style communications (e.g. an email to subscribers), 

whereas community members occupying the higher levels of the pyramid tend to be in a more 

collaborative relationship characterized by more frequent and personalized two-way 

communication with the initiative and its participants (e.g. a volunteer organizer).  Over time, 

community members are given opportunities (more on this in the next section) to escalate 

investment and move up the pyramid, with the understanding that only a handful of deeply 

committed members are likely to reach, and stay in, the highest level of the pyramid. Insights 

gathered from the primary data and literature review suggest that organizations seeking to 

construct their own pyramid of engagement start by explore the following questions: 
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• Who are the people involved in the theory of change? 

• What are the specific roles they play? 

• What value, financial and non-financial, does each role have? 

• How is the organization communicating with these people? 

• Reality check: Is the pyramid based on reliably trackable and knowable 

information?  

 

Ground strategy in community empowerment 

After articulating a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change, and defining the community 

and organizing it into a pyramid of engagement, comes the work of creating a strategy to deliver 

on the initiative’s goals, objectives, and activities. 

 

It may be tempting to approach strategy discussions purely from an organization-centered 

perspective ⸺ How much money needs to be raised? What access to decision-makers is needed 

or must be preserved? How much market share is at stake? This is not, however, the most 

effective approach to take, as indicated by key informant interviews and the literature reviewed. 

Understanding that the most powerful currency of community partnership initiatives is their 

ability build an engaged community committed to advancing social change over a longer range 

of time which in turn has the effect of enabling an organization’s strategic goals ⸺ not the other 

way around ⸺ is a critical conceptual distinction to make. As one key informant shared, this 

may well be the difference between trying to win a single legislative outcome and building or 

bolstering a broader movement. As discussed in both Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, applying a 

distributed leadership lens to strategy design creates a deliberate emphasis on the community 

capacity-building and leadership development. Making community empowerment the strategic 

focus of an initiative, as opposed to a vehicle for building an organization’s profile, reinforces 

the community’s “sense of agency, power, and collective ownership”, which is key to 

meaningful, and truly effective, partnerships (Anderson, 2017, p. 12). 

 

5.5 Community partnership initiatives & Ecojustice 
Under what conditions could, and should, Ecojustice consider developing a community 

partnership initiative? 

 

Based on research conducted for this project and the analysis presented in this chapter, 

Ecojustice could consider undertaking the development of a community partnership initiative if 

the following organizational conditions have been satisfied: 

✓ The organization has a leadership team with the skill and capacity to identify the 

purpose, priority, people, and plan of a prospective community partnership initiative; 
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✓ The organization has integrated (or has a plan to integrate) its digital systems, tools, 

and data; and 

✓ The organization has made an action-backed commitment to creating an inclusive and 

equitable environment that respects and accommodates diverse perspectives and lived 

experiences. 

 

Based on research conducted for this project and the analysis presented in this chapter, 

Ecojustice should consider undertaking the development of a community partnership initiative 

under the following strategic conditions: 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has a clear, credible, and 

compelling theory of change that aligns with the organization’s mission; 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has defined its community, 

engagement model, and evaluative framework or methods of measurement; and 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative’s strategy is centered on the tenets 

of community empowerment and distributed leadership.  

 

5.6  Limitations   
The findings and discussion presented in this report are limited by the scope of research 

undertaken. To meet the project objectives, data collection and analysis deliberately focused on 

experience of organizations and their staff, as opposed to that of participants (volunteers, 

community members, etc.) in the community partnership initiatives studied. The project also 

does not explore the experience of Quebec-based organizations, and therefore cannot speculate 

on how community partnership initiatives may differ within the province’s unique nonprofit 

climate, which stands in sharp contrast to the decline of advocacy organizations in an 

increasingly-institutionalized Canadian nonprofit sector (Laforest, 2014).  

 

5.7  Summary  
This chapter presented insights on Ecojustice’s current state and synthesizes findings from both 

the primary data and the literature review related to the project’s research questions. These 

insights are summarized in Fig. 14, below. Options and recommendations for Ecojustice’s 

consideration are presented in the following chapter.  

 

Fig. 14 – Summary of Discussion 

Research question Discussion takeaways 

Under what conditions could, and 

should, Ecojustice consider 

Could consider if… 

✓ The organization has a leadership team with the 

skill and capacity to identify the purpose, priority, 
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developing a community 

partnership initiative? 

people, and plan of a prospective community 

partnership initiative; 

✓ The organization has integrated (or has a plan to 

integrate) its digital systems, tools, and data; and  

✓ The organization has made an action-backed 

commitment to creating an inclusive and 

equitable environment that respects and 

accommodates diverse perspectives and lived 

experiences. 

 

Should consider if … 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative 

has a clear, credible, and compelling theory of 

change that aligns with the organization’s 

mission; 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative 

has defined its community, engagement model, 

and evaluative framework or methods of 

measurement; and 

✓ The prospective community partnership 

initiative’s strategy is centered on the tenets of 

community empowerment and distributed 

leadership.  

How do community partnership 

initiatives help nonprofit 

organizations increase their impact 

and achieve their missions?  

Potential outcomes 

• Raise more money 

• Reach more people 

• Win political/legal victories 

 

What are common challenges to 

implementing community 

partnership initiatives in nonprofit 

settings? 

Areas of challenge 

• Misaligned priorities 

• Misaligned strategy 

• Misaligned systems 

 

What are smart practices for 

developing and implementing 

community partnership initiatives? 

Organization-facing smart practices 

• Align executive leadership & identify champions 

• Integrate digital systems, tools & data 

• Invest in a diversity, equity & inclusion action 

plan 

 

Community-facing smart practices 

• Articulate a clear, credible, and compelling 

theory of change 

• Define the community 

• Ground engagement in community empowerment 
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6.0 Options & Recommendations 
This chapter provides options, a final recommendation, and a suggested implementation strategy 

for Ecojustice’s consideration, as informed by the literature review, research findings, and 

analysis presented in previous chapters. The options and recommendation presented in this 

chapter were developed taking Ecojustice’s current state and particular circumstances (discussed 

in Chapter 5) into consideration.    

 

6.1  Options  
Option 1: Do not proceed with community partnership initiatives at this time 

One option for Ecojustice to consider is to not proceed with undertaking community partnership 

initiatives at this time. As the research findings show, community partnership initiatives have the 

potential to help organizations increase their impact, whether by raising more money for 

mission-critical work; organizing and mobilizing a committed constituency of people capable of 

influencing the political and legal agenda; or, ensuring that those who stand to be most affected 

by political and legal decisions are able to meaningfully participate in those decision-making 

processes. However, for these initiatives to be both effective and of service to the organization’s 

mission, it is useful for certain organizational preconditions to be satisfied. These preconditions 

— alignment among senior leadership, integrated digital systems, and an organization-wide 

commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion — are also indicators of a high-functioning 

organization and, in many cases, may require several years of intentional work.  

 

Ecojustice is currently mid-way through its 2017-20 strategic plan, which mandates several 

major organizational initiatives, including expanding Ecojustice’s physical presence (by way of 

new brick-and-mortar office locations) in underserved parts of Canada, introducing an 

organization-wide performance management system, and optimizing the delivery of its legal 

services. Given the time, energy, and resources already committed to these organizational 

priorities, Ecojustice may determine that the development and implementation of a community 

partnership initiative would overextend the organization’s capacity and is not an urgent priority 

at this time. It may instead choose to revisit the subject of community partnership initiatives at a 

future juncture, such as during the development of Ecojustice’s next strategic plan. 

 

In the interim, Ecojustice could determine organizational appetite to engage in community 

centered-approaches in the future by:  

• Introducing and gaining alignment at leadership team level around the priority and 

purpose of community-centered work at Ecojustice; 

• Assessing the state of digital systems, organizational cultural competency, and human 

and financial resources required to support the delivery of community-centered projects; 

and, 
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• Considering the viability of such initiatives, or of a pilot project (see Option 2, below), 

during next strategic planning cycle. 

 
Option 2: Develop a community partnership initiative pilot project  

A second option for Ecojustice to consider is developing a pilot project to test the merit of a 

community partnership initiative in real-world conditions. This may be an attractive option if the 

organization sees a clear opportunity for which it believes undertaking a prospective community 

partnership initiative could add value to program or fundraising outcomes. For example, the 

organization may identify an upcoming litigation or law reform opportunity that could anchor a 

prospective community partnership initiative focused on short-term outcomes, such as revenue 

generation or a specific legislative change. This approach also has the added benefit of being 

relatively time-bound, as typically, litigation and law reform efforts are linear processes with 

progress milestones that offer natural junctures for reflection, evaluation, and recalibration. The 

outcomes of the pilot project could inform whether a program or project-based approach to 

community partnership initiatives would be most appropriate at Ecojustice and potentially, lay 

the foundation for full-scale organizing or community engagement efforts. These learnings could 

also inform the creation of Ecojustice’s next strategic plan and decisions about future resource 

allocation.  

 

6.2  Recommendation  
Given the upcoming federal election (October 2019) and the organization’s plans to launch, 

within the next year, a major legal action against the federal government for its failure to address 

climate change, Ecojustice has before it a compelling opportunity to pilot a community 

partnership initiative. It is recommended that Ecojustice take full advantage of this opportunity to 

leverage what will likely become the most significant legal file in the organization’s history.  

 

For example, presuming that Ecojustice represents compelling plaintiffs (e.g. Indigenous youth) 

in the action, the organization could adopt Pull Together’s community fundraising approach and 

adapt its theory of change to help fund legal efforts and cultivate a broad base of supporters who 

demonstrate a willingness to engage in actions to combat climate change. Ecojustice could then 

organize and mobilize these supporters to pressure the federal government into enacting, 

implementing, and enforcing a national climate law that will halve Canada’s greenhouse gas 

emissions by 2030 ⸻ realizing the practical remedy sought by the planned lawsuit.  

 

6.3  Implementation strategy 
As discussed in Chapter 5, the research findings emphasize that organizations considering 

community partnership initiatives should take steps toward establishing the following 

organizational conditions: 
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✓ The organization has a leadership team with the skill and capacity to identify the 

purpose, priority, people, and plan of a prospective community partnership 

initiative; 

✓ The organization has integrated (or has a plan to integrate) its digital systems, 

tools, and data; and 

✓ The organization has made an action-backed commitment to creating an inclusive 

and equitable environment that respects and accommodates diverse perspectives 

and lived experiences. 

 

The research findings presented in Chapter 5 also emphasize that organizations preparing to 

develop and implement a community partnership initiative should take steps toward establishing 

the following strategic conditions: 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has a clear, credible, and 

compelling theory of change that aligns with the organization’s mission; 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative has defined its community, 

engagement model, and evaluative framework or methods of measurement; and 

✓ The prospective community partnership initiative’s strategy is centered on the tenets 

of community empowerment and distributed leadership.  

 

An implementation strategy Ecojustice could undertake to satisfy the above conditions and 

strengthen the organization’s overall capacity is outlined in Fig. 15 (see below). The objectives 

are presented in order from “substantially started” to “not started.” Though they are listed as a set 

of actions to be taken, these steps — particularly those pertaining to digital system integration 

and increasing Ecojustice’s cultural competency — are presented in recognition that these are 

pursuits of ever-moving marks. 

 

Fig. 15 – Suggested Implementation Strategy 

 

GOAL: Prepare Ecojustice to undertake a (pilot) community partnership initiative. 

 

Objective 1: Define and continue to build Ecojustice’s community 

Status: Substantially started 

• Identify partners, clients, donors, supporters, and volunteers who make up Ecojustice’s 

community; 

• Map community members onto an organizational engagement pyramid, or similar; 

• Undertake community-building activities, such as an online lead generation campaign, 

to funnel new people into Ecojustice community; 

• Undertake stewardship activities, such as donation upgrade campaigns and advocacy 

actions, to deepen commitment of community members and move them through 

engagement model; and 

• Negotiate, in consultation with key organizational staff, the extent to which Ecojustice 
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is willing to share ownership of its mission and strategic goals with its community. 

 

Objective 2: Integrate Ecojustice’s digital systems 

Status: Underway  

• Assess the digital systems, tools, and data the organization currently uses, their 

dependencies, users, and user capabilities;   

• Decide what data is mission-critical, what data is “nice to have”, and what data is 

irrelevant; 

• Generate possible solutions for addressing information gaps or blind spots; and 

• Prioritize and implement solutions to be tested or implemented based on urgency vs. 

need. 

 

Objective 3: Increase Ecojustice’s competency around diversity, equity & inclusion 

Status: Not substantially started (staff working group formed) 

• Assess Ecojustice’s current state with respect to diversity, equity, and, inclusion ⸻ 

with an emphasis on how these values relate to Ecojustice’s program work and the 

communities the organizations purports to serve or aims to engage ⸻ and available 

resources to dedicate to this work; 

• Determine what success on diversity, equity, and inclusion looks like at Ecojustice, and 

what missing skills and resources are needed to achieve it; 

• Articulate a mission-driven rationale for integrating diversity and inclusion into all 

parts of the organization ⸻ with special attention to their implications for community 

partnership work; and 

• Build a diversity, equity, and inclusion plan that sets out clear and measurable goals, 

objectives, and activities that provide opportunities for all people within the 

organization to contribute. 

 

Objective 4: Identify prospective pilot project 

Status: Not started 

• Introduce the concept of community partnership initiatives to Ecojustice staff; 

• Invite staff to contribute options for a prospective initiative for leadership team’s 

consideration and selection; and 

• Determine the priority and purpose of the initiative, as well as the people and resources 

available to work on the prospective initiative — for example, is dedicated funding 

available to support the project? 

 

Objective 5: Develop project strategy 

Status: Not started 

• Convene a working group of leadership team members and key staff to build project 

strategy for the proposed initiative;  

• Articulate a clear, credible, and compelling theory of change for the initiative, as well 

as its goal and objectives;  

• Define who the “community” is for the initiative, as well as its underlying engagement 

model; 
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• Select time-bound tactics and activities with a strategic focus on supporting community 

capacity building; and 

• Determine method and metrics for evaluation. 

 

Objective 6: Confirm readiness to undertake a pilot project 

Status: Not started 

• Confirm alignment among Ecojustice’s leadership team on the priority and relevance 

of a community-centered approach, and the intended purposes of the prospective 

initiative; 

• Confirm buy-in and alignment among senior leaders on the initiative’s strategy — 

including the theory of change, goal, objectives, tactics, and timeline; and 

• Confirm shared understanding among senior leaders to about the people, systems, and 

resource implications of doing this work. 

 

Objective 7: Implement & evaluate pilot project 

Status: Not started  

• Launch initiative; 

• Check in on project outcomes and refine metrics at pre-determined milestones (e.g. 

quarterly or mid-way through campaign); 

• Conduct final evaluation and report on project outcomes; and 

• Consider longer-term viability of such initiatives during next strategic planning cycle.  
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7.0 Conclusion 

Runaway climate change. Growing economic inequity. The struggle for reconciliation with 

Canada’s Indigenous peoples. Countering the existential challenges of these times requires 

organizations to tap into the power of engaged, empowered, and organized communities in order 

to win more, win bigger, and win more often. 

 

As evidenced by the research undertaken for this report, some progressive legal and advocacy 

organizations have answered this call to arms and are using community partnership initiatives — 

including community organizing, coalition-building, and community fundraising campaigns — 

to effectively engage millions of citizens, raise more awareness and money for their issues and, 

most importantly, secure legal and legislative victories. Though the community partnership 

initiatives studied in this report evolved somewhat iteratively, primary data findings and a survey 

of the literature reviewed reveal that developing the capacity to deliver community partnership 

initiatives requires organizations to make significant intellectual, social capital, human resource, 

and financial investments commensurate with the social, political, and economic challenges they 

aim to address.  

 

For Ecojustice, the experience of these organizations offers a tantalizing perspective on what 

may be possible if the organization were to complement its strategic litigation activities with 

strategic community engagement activities. Drawing upon informational interviews with staff 

from five environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United States that have 

already implemented community partnership initiatives, an assessment of academic and grey 

literature, and a review of Ecojustice’s internal strategy documents, this report summarizes 

common frameworks, shared challenges, and key factors for successful community partnership 

initiatives. The smart practices, options, and recommendations presented in this report are 

intended to ground and guide Ecojustice’s exploration of whether to undertake community 

partnership initiatives. Finally the report provides insight on the role these initiatives could play 

in helping Ecojustice increase its impact and win reforms that embed principles of social and 

environmental justice in Canada’s legal, political, and economic systems.  

 

As noted in this report, the primary data for this project focused on the experience of 

organizations and their staff. The project’s scope could be expanded to include perspectives from 

participants (volunteers, community members, etc.) of the initiatives studied in order to surface a 

set of smart practices related to in-community engagement. Further research could also be 

undertaken to develop criteria for designing community partnership initiatives and propose an 

evaluative framework for such initiatives.  
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The study could be expanded to explore the experience of other North American legal 

organizations working in the public interest, such as the American Civil Liberties Association 

and its People Power initiative. It could also be expanded to examine the experience of legal 

advocacy organizations in other Commonwealth countries (e.g. the United Kingdom, New 

Zealand, and Australia), which share cultural similarities with Canada as well as its grounding in 

English common law. Finally, it would be interesting to revisit the organizations studied and the 

questions asked in this report five years from now to see the evolution of the smart practices 

identified in this report, as informed by a deeper history of community practice. 
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Appendix A: Interview script 
Overview 

Thank you for taking time to speak with me today. Before we get started, I want to check that 

you’ve had a chance to review the consent form I sent you.  

• Do you have any questions or would like any additional details? [Answer questions.] 

• Reminder: Please return a signed copy of the consent form to me for my records. 

 

This interview will take about 45-60 minutes of your time.  I am using a semi-structured interview 

process, which means I will ask you a set of pre-written interview questions I have prepared, as 

well discuss any interesting ideas that emerge through our conversation. Sometimes I will use other 

short questions to make sure I understand your point accurately. 

You have been approached to participate in this study because of your direct experience working 

150information from any discussion of challenges your may have encountered in the course of 

your work (i.e., from any comments that involve a direct critique of organizational structures, 

specific stakeholders and/or individuals). 

The original interview audio files, transcripts, and any documents you choose to share with me, 

will be kept private and secure on duplicate hard drives in locked filing cabinets, and will only be 

accessed by myself and my academic supervisor. 

Your participation today is completely voluntary, and you may decline to answer any question 

during the interview.  You may also opt out of participation and request to have any of your data 

withdrawn and destroyed any point before the first draft of my study has been submitted to my 

supervisor at University of Victoria. 

Questions 

1. Please introduce yourself and describe your involvement with the initiative. 

2. For the record, can you give a summary description of the initiative? 

3. Can you speak to the origins of the project at your organization? 

4.  Why/when/how did “community” come to be involved? Why was involving your 

community important? 

5. How is the initiative distinct from, or overlap with, programs? Communications? 

Fundraising? Operations? 

6. How does your organization define and describe its community? 

7. Can you describe how the initiative is helping your organization increase its impact (e.g. 

meet organizational goals) and achieve its mission? Can you describe the organizational 

or governance structure of the initiative (e.g. who is involved, resources required)? 
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8. Can you identify organizational factors (e.g. people, capacity, resources, infrastructure, 

culture etc.) that were core to the success of the initiative?   

9. How did your organization determine it was ready, or that it was necessary, to take this 

approach? 

10. How are you measuring the success or impact of the initiative? 

In developing and implementing your initiative what worked well? What didn’t work?  

11. Reflecting on your experience, what are key considerations for working in partnership 

with your community?   

12. What ongoing challenges are you still trying to figure out? 

13. What did you wish you had known before starting the initiative? What advice would you 

give someone considering a similar project at their organization? 

14. Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

Sample follow-up questions 

• So, you are saying that … 

• What does ___ mean? 

• Please tell me more? 

• Why do you think that is? 
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Appendix B: Recruitment script 
Hi [name] 

 

I hope you’re doing well! 

 

Outside of my day job at Ecojustice, I am also a student in the Master of Arts in Community 

Development program at the University of Victoria.  I am getting in touch because I would like 

to speak with you to learn more about the community engagement approaches [org name] helped 

pioneer as part of my final research project.  

 

The working title of my study is “Leveraging the power of community to build the case for a 

better earth — A smart practices review.” One of the objectives of my research project is to 

study how other legal or advocacy organizations in Canada and the United States have used 

community partnership approaches to increase their impact in the world.  I believe your 

experience could offer valuable insights.  

 

It is anticipated the findings of this project will be of interest to academics, change-makers, and 

other not-for-profit organizations. The results will hopefully uncover smart and promising 

practices others organizations can learn from and apply in the context of their mission and 

program delivery. 

 

The interview should take about 30-45 minutes of your time. I will record the interview(s) 

digitally and then transcribe the interview for analysis. I will keep all the audio and digital 

documents secure, and I would like to assure you that the study has been reviewed and received 

ethics clearance through the Human Research Ethics Office at the University of Victoria. I 

explain the benefits, risks, and logistics of participating in this study in the consent form attached 

to this email.  

 

Scheduling 

I hope to arrange a time for us to speak by mid-June to meet my program’s deadlines. Please 

select a time that works for you via this Doodle poll. Depending on your availability, I can 

conduct this interview by phone, or in person. 

 

Once a time has been agreed upon, I will send a confirmation email with a consent form and 

proposed questions for the interview attached. Thank you so much and please email or call me 

directly with any further questions. I look forward to hearing from you! 

 

Sincerely, 

Kimberly 
 

  

https://doodle.com/poll/t6puesryi93r8hyx
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Appendix C: Participant consent form  

  
Participant Consent Form 
 

Study title 
Leveraging the power of community to build the case for a better earth — A smart practices review 

 

Background 

You are invited to participate in a study entitled, Leveraging the power of community to build the case for a 

better earth — A smart practices review, that is being conducted by Kimberly Shearon. 

  
Kimberly Shearon is a graduate student in the Master of Arts of Community Development program at the 

University of Victoria’s School of Public Administration.  You may contact her if you have further 

questions by email at kshearon@uvic.ca or phone at 778-988-1530 
 

As a graduate student, I am required to complete the research project as part of the requirements for a 

degree in Master of Arts of Community Development. This research is being conducted under the 

supervision of Dr. Kimberly Speers. You may contact my supervisor at kspeers@uvic.ca or 250-721-

8057.  

 

Purpose and objectives 

The purpose of this research project is to address the lack of evidence-based information about whether, 

and in what ways, a community partnership approach could aid Ecojustice’s efforts to maximize the 

impact of its work. The research project has three objectives.  The first is to study how other legal and/or 

environmental and advocacy organizations in Canada and the United States have used community 

partnership approaches to achieve tangible outcomes on key issues, and identify smart or promising 

practices.  The second is to recommend a community partnership approach for Ecojustice in the current 

context of its mission and program delivery.  The third and final objective of the project is to propose a 

roadmap for how that community partnership approach could be developed and implemented at 

Ecojustice.  

 

Importance of this research 

This research project will offer insights to help address an inherent tension in Ecojustice’s work: The 

limited cultural resonance of most legal changes, whether by litigation or legislative reform.  While 

Ecojustice collaborates with subject experts and works with other environmental organizations or 

individuals in a solicitor-client capacity, it has few established mechanisms to 'hear' perspectives from the 

communities it serves and offer opportunities for community members to be partners in the development 

or delivery of the organization's work.  This project’s exploration of community partnerships will 

contribute insights on how Ecojustice might address this gap, if deemed appropriate. 

 

mailto:kshearon@uvic.ca
mailto:kspeers@uvic.ca
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It is anticipated the findings of this project will be of interest to academics, change-makers, and other not-

for-profit organizations. The results will hopefully uncover smart and promising practices others 

organizations can learn from and apply in the context of their mission and program delivery. 

 

Participant involvement 

If you consent to voluntarily participate in this research, your participation will include an hour-long, one-

on-one interview. I may ask participants, including yourself, to participate in a 15-minute follow-up 

interview, if needed.  

 

To conduct my research, I will use a semi-structured interview process, which means I will ask you a set 

of pre-written interview questions I prepared, as well discuss any interesting ideas that emerge through 

our conversation. I will record the audio of the interviews digitally and immediately put the audio files 

onto secure, external duplicate hard drives. Once the files are on the hard drives, I will destroy the audio 

files from the recording devices and personally transcribe the recordings into written form. The 

recordings will not be available to anyone other than myself, and will be housed on hard drives in a 

locked filing cabinet.  

 

You may request to see your interview transcript at any time. I will analyze these transcripts for recurring 

themes and I will attached them as Appendices to the final research project submitted directly to my 

academic supervisor.  

 

Risks and inconvenience 

There is little risk with participating in this study. However, here may be unforeseen risks that are 

unknown at this point. If I learn anything during the research process that may affect your willingness to 

be in the study, I will contact you right away. 

 

Aside from setting aside the time for the interview, it is not anticipated that participation in this study will 

cause you any inconvenience.  

 

Benefits 

If you agree to participate in my study, you will not only help me complete my degree requirement, but 

also assist Ecojustice in finding new community-based approaches for increasing its impact.  

 

It is anticipated the findings of this project will be of interest to academics, change-makers, and other not-

for-profit organizations. The results will hopefully uncover smart and promising practices others 

organizations can learn from and apply in the context of their mission and program delivery. The findings 

from my research will be readily available to you and you may even discover insights from the research 

that could help you in your current or future professional situation. 

 

Voluntary participation 

You are in no obligation to participate in this study. Your participation is completely voluntary. Also, 

even if you consent to participate in this study, you may decline to answer any questions during the 

interview. 

 

You may opt out of participation and request to have any of your data withdrawn and destroyed at any 

point before the first draft of my study has been submitted to my supervisor at University of Victoria. I 

will notify you at the end of September 2016, approximately two-weeks before I submit my first formal 

draft of my research findings to my supervisor, to make sure you are comfortable with continuing your 

participation. 

 

Researcher’s relationship with participants 
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I acknowledge that you and I have a pre-existing professional relationship. To help prevent this 

relationship from influencing your decision to participate, I emphasize that you are under no obligation to 

participate in this study.  This consent form discloses all known risks and inconveniences, and the 

following sections explain how your participation will be anonymized and the data collected kept 

confidential.   

 

Anonymity and confidentiality 

You have been approached to participate in this study because of your experience at Open Media. 

However, your name will be deleted and pseudonyms will be used if you wish your identity to remain 

confidential (known by the interview team but not identifiable to outsiders) when the interviews are 

transcribed. Data will be reported in the form of individual quotes (i.e. one respondent states “…”,). 

 

I will make a sustained effort of removing any identifiable information from any discussion of challenges 

respondents may have encountered in the course of their work (i.e., from any comments that involve a 

direct critique of organizational structures, specific stakeholders and/or individuals). These challenges 

will described these challenges in a generic manner, without linking it to a specific organization or 

person. 

 

Please answer the following (with initials): 

 

1. __________ I consent to be identified by name / credited in the results of the study 

2. __________ I consent to have my responses attributed to me by name in the results 

 

OR 

3. ________ I give consent for you to use the data I contribute to this study once made 

confidential (i.e. a pseudonym attached) for the purpose of this research project. 

 

 

Dissemination of Results 

When approved, the final research project may be selected to appear on the University of Victoria’s 

UVicSpace, which can be accessed by the public. If the paper is ever considered for publication in a print 

or online journal, I will contact you regarding the publication before any action is taken. 

 

Disposal of Data 

The original interview audio files, and any documents you choose to share with me, will be kept private 

and secure on duplicate hard drives in locked filing cabinets, and will only be accessed by someone other 

than myself if a request is made to me by a member of a university faculty. The audio files will be 

destroyed after five years, which adheres to the University of Victoria’s guidelines. I will contact you 

once the final research project is accepted by my supervisor, and if you are interested in viewing the final 

research project, I will happily share a printed document. 

 

Future use 

Please answer the following (with initials): 

 

_______ I give consent for the data I contribute to this study to be used for future research by Kimberly 

Shearon, for a period of up to five years. 

 

Contacts 

You may contact me at any point – Kimberly Shearon, 778 988 1530, kshearon@uvic.ca — if you have 

any further questions. 

 

mailto:kshearon@uvic.ca
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In addition, you may verify the ethical approval of this study, or raise any concerns you might have, by 

contacting the Human Research Ethics Office at the University of Victoria (250-472-4545 or 

ethics@uvic.ca). 

 

Your signature below indicates that you understand the above conditions of participation in this study, 

that you have had the opportunity to have your questions answered by the researchers, and that you 

consent to participate in this research project. 

 

 

     

Name of Participant  Signature  Date 
 

 


