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CHAPTER 15

Collahorating to Reduce Poverty

Views from city halls and community-based organizations

Michael Rich, Michael Giles, and Emily Stern

INTRODUCTION

The past few years have witnessed an
unprecedented growth in collaborative
efforts between city halls and community
based organizations (CBOs) to reduce pov-
erty and/or revitalize neighborhoods. These
initiatives are characterized by a new lan-
guage (e.g., collaboration, empowerment,
community building) and a new sense of
optimism that the intractable problems of
poverty and neighborhood decline can be
overcome.

This new, collaborative approach to pov-
erty reduction and neighborhood revitaliza-
tion in many U.S, cities is due in part to three
intersecting streams of activity: (1) com-
prehensive community initiatives launched
by national and local toundations, local
governments, and, in some instances, resi-
dents themselves (Kingsley, McNeely, and
Gibson 1997; Stone 1996):; (2) efforts to
broaden and expand the work of community
development corporations to also include
human services, community-based strategic
planning, and neighborhood mobilization
(Briggs and Mueller 1997; Walker and
Weinheimer 1998); and (3) new federal gov-
ernment initiatives such as empowerment
zones and enterprise communities, Healthy
Start, Operation Weed and Seed, and school-
to-work programs, which emphasize part-
nerships, collaborations, and community
building.

The purpose of this chapter is to gain a
better understanding of the ways in which
community organizations and city govern-
ments are working together to reduce pov-
erty and revitalize neighborhoods, the factors

that either contribute to or inhibit effec-
tive collaborations, and the strategies com-
munities are using to foster more effective
collaborations. The evidence comes from
surveys conducted in summer 1998. The city
government survey was sent to all local gov-
ernments of cities with a 1990 population of
50,000 or greater. The CBO survey instru-
ment was sent to the executive directors
of a random sample of nonprofit organiza-
tions in cities with populations of 50,000 or
greater.

THE STATE OF CITY-CBO RELATIONS

A primary purpose of the survey was to assess
the variety of ways in which city governments
and CBOs are working together to reduce
poverty and revitalize neighborhoods and to
assess the factors thar facilitate or hinder the
effectiveness of that interaction. We asked
respondents to characterize the “typical” city
government-CBO relationship around pov-
erty reduction and/or neighborhood revital-
1zation issues in their city. Possible responses
ranged from “do not work together on these
issues,” to “take collective action and share
power in dealing with these issues.” In the
discussions that follow, we treat responses in
the survey’s last two categories (Table 15.1)
as indicating the presence of “collaborative”
city-=CBO relationships.

The responses reveal a mixed picture
regarding the state of relations between city
governments and CBOs. Although relatively
few of the respondents characterized the typ-
ical city-CBO relationship in the highest cat-
egory (“take collective action and share
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Table 15.1 Assessment of typical city—-CBO relationship by type of respondent

Total % City % CBO %

Do not wark together on these issues 3 4 3
Work on separate activities with limited interaction 1
\Work together on an irregular or ad hoc basis on these issues 33 23 38
Work together regularly and consistently on these issues 49 64 43
Take collective action and share power in dealing with these issues 7 9 5]
Total percentage 100 100 100
N 324 101 223

power™), almost half (49%) indicated that
city governments and CBOs typically work
together regularly and consistently on pov-
erty and neighborhood revitalization issues.
A substantial minority (43%) of the res-
pondents assessed city-CBO relationships as
irregular, ad hoc, or more limited.

City officials generally offered a more
positive impression of city-CBO interactions
than their CBO counterparts. A substantial
majority of city respondents (73%) charac-
terized typical city-CBO relationships in the
two most positive categories. In contrast,
only 49% of the CBO respondents character-
ized typical city-CBO relations in their
community in collaborative terms.

The state of city—CBO relationships may
be a reflection of city characteristics. Larger
cities with their greater administrative hier-
archy may find it more difficult to adopt
power-sharing ~arrangements with com-
munity organizations. Likewise, cities with
larger poverty populations may have a more
difficult environment in which to work. Hav-
ing a greater number of communities in need
of revitalization may make it more difficult
for city governments to meet the expect-
ations of community-based organizations for
programmatic coordination and power shar-
ing. In the simplest terms, such cities have
more CBOs vying for the attention of city
government.

The patterns reported in Table 15.2 are
consistent with these expectations. Respond-
ents from larger cities, cities with nonwhirte
populations above the national median, and
cities with poverty populations above the
national median are less likely to view city—
CBO relationships positively. However, these

Table 15.2 Percentage collaborative
responses by city demographics

N % Collaborative”
Population
50,000 to 99,999 101 62
100,000 to 249,999 95 5T
250,000+ 128 51
% nonwhite
Below national median 17 62

Above national median 207 53
% below poverty

Below national median 79 62

Above national median 245 54

Note:~ Differences in percentage collaborative among cai-
egories are nat statistically significant at .05.

differences are not of sufficient magnitude to
attain statistical significance.

COLLABORATION BY PROGRAM
ARFA

The overall assessments of city-CBO rela-
tions may obscure variation across specific
issue areas. To address this possibility,
respondents were asked to indicate the
typical level of city-CBO interaction in a var-
iety of program areas. The percentage of
respondents characterizing city-CBO rela-
tionships in the issue area as collaborative
are reported in Table 15.3. Only city and
CBO respondents who reported their organ-
izations were working in a program area arc
included in this analysis.

City officials are again more positive than
their CBO counterparts in the characteriza-
tion of the state of collaboration across
program areas. On average, across the 14
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Table 15.3 Percentage reporting collaborative responses by program area and type of

respondent
% of respondents working in area % Collahorative

Program Area City CBO City CBO
Affordable housing 100 89 73 48
Public safety 100 68 75 45
Homeless assistance 100 86 63 43
Senior services 97 62 62 31
Neighborhood improvements 100 74 62 33
Youth development 97 68 59 22
Economic development 99 73 55 26
Community organizing/advocacy 97 a8 54 26
Family support 94 81 43 27
Employment and fraining 95 73 40 20
Health care 85 G7 36 27
Child care 91 67 43 19
Transportation H 66 36 24
Adult education 88 67 24 17
Average 52 29

1

Notes: a. The denominator of the percentage, total respondents in the category, varied between 88 and 104 for city respondents

and 136 and 229 for CBO respondents.

b. All city-CBO differences in percentage collaboralive respondents are significant at least at .05 except health care and adluli

education.

program areas, 52% of the city respondents
but only 29% of the CBO respondents char-
acterize city—CBO relations as collaborative.
For both city and CBO respondents, these
assessments are considerably lower than in
Table 15.1, where the focus was on the state
of the “typical” city-CBO interaction. The
pattern of assessment across the various pro-
gram areas is strongly correlated (r = .84). In
other words, city and CBO respondents tend
to rate the same program areas as high or
low in collaboration.

The patterns of collaboration across sub-
stantive policy areas tend to map closely the
activities of city governments and CBOs.
Evidence of higher levels of collaboration
seems to be greatest in those program areas
where city governments and CBOs have
some degree of responsibility—either directly
or indirectly (e.g., affordable housing, home-
less assistance, public safety). On the other
hand, the data suggest lower levels of col-
laboration in program areas where city gov-
ernments and/or CBOs have not traditionally
played a prominent role in service delivery or

have been major recipients of federal aid
programs (e.g., adult education, transporta-
tion, health care, child care, family support).

COLLABORATION BY PROGRAM
PHASE

City-CBO relations may vary not only across
program areas but also by when collabora-
tion occurs. For example, some collabora-
tive relationships may only be exploratory or
advisory in nature and confined solely to the
formative phases of a program, such as iden-
tifying key stakeholders, assessing  com-
munity needs, and developing a vision to
guide the program. Other forms of col-
laborative relationships between city gov-
ernment and CBOs may extend deeper into
the life cycle of public programs and involve
joint/shared participation in funding, imple-
mentation, and/or evaluation. Table 15.4
reports the proportions of respondents char-
acterizing city-CBO relations in the two
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Table 15.4 Percentage reporting collaborative relationships by program phase and type of

respondent

Program phase

Identifying community needs
Developing project/program concept
Developing plan/budget

Inclusion of key stakeholders
|dentifying/securing funding

initial project/program implementation
Cngoing prOject/program management

Monitaring and evaluation

Type of respondent

City CBO
69 35
! 28
38 20
61 28
50 3
47 24
39 22
39 26
49 27

Average
Notes. a. The denominator of the percentage, total respondents in the category, varied between 104 and 105 for city respondents

and 224 and 228 for CBO respondents.
b. All city-CBO differences are significant at least at .05.

most collaborative terms for eight phases of
program development.

The extent of perceived collaboration var-
ies considerably across the phases of initia-
rives. Collaboration is judged to be highest
in the early phases of a project such as identi-
fying community needs, developing the pro-
ject concept, and including key stakeholders.
The exception to this pattern is “developing
the project plan and budget,” which had
relatively low levels of perceived collabor-
ation. Assessments of collaboration were
lower for the ongoing aspects of a typical
initiative such as implementation, project
management, and evaluation. Once more,
city respondents were mMOre likely than
CBO respondents to characterize city-CBO
relations as collaborative. City and CBO
respondents’ assessments of the degree of col-
laboration by program phases also were
strongly correlated (1 = .85). Thus, city and
CBO officials tended to agree on which
phases are characterized by more collabor-
ation and which by less.

As a follow-up, both sets of respondents
were asked to indicate the phase of an initia-
tive that was most essential to achieving
effective collaboration. Although they differ
somewhat in rank order, the top four choices
for both city and CBO respondents were the
same: identifying community needs (49%
city, 47% CBO), inclusion of key stake-

holders (42% city, 28% CBO), developing
project/program concept (28% city, 26%
CBO), and identifying and securing funding
(20% city, 39% CBRO). Thus, not only do
both city and CBO respondents perceive
greater collaboration in the earlier phases of
an initiative than in the later but both sets of
respondents also view the earlier phases as
more crucial to successful collaboration.

BENEFITS AND BARRIERS
TO COLLABORATION

Why should city governments and CBOs
work together to reduce poverty and revital-
ize neighborhoods? Proponents of collabor-
ation frequently pointout that “collaboration
changes the way we work” and note such
positive attributes as building consensus,
promoting diversity and inclusiveness, tak-
ing a strategic as opposed to a programmatic
approach to problem solving, and emphasiz-
ing long-term as opposed to short-term
accomplishments (Gray 1989).

We asked city government and CBO offi-
cials to indicate what types of benefits were
typically achieved in their communities as a
result of their current collaborations (Table
15.5). City respondents were much more
positive than CBO respondents in their
assessment of the benefits of current collabor-
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ying a benefit of collaboration by type of

Type of respondent

Benefit City CB0O
City gains better understanding of community needs 95 75
Parlners gain better understanding of each othar's capacity 93 67
Activities are better aligned with community priorities 92 67
Strengthens other partnerships within the community a1 65
Activities are more effective at achieving goals 87 63
Activities are more comprehensive 78 65
Creates an atmosphere of mutual trust 85 57
Creates a forum to address competing views and priorities 89 52
Involves residents in planning and implementation 91 60
Builds appreciation for efforts of city hall and CBOs a3 56
Fosters connecticns with other groups 88 61
Large-scale activities can be undertaken 66 63
CBOs gain access to city's technical resources 90 50
Larger pool of funding is available 68 52
Promotes leadership development 79 y 49
Fosters connections across city departments 83 43
Responsibility and accountability are shared 74 42
Creates a forum to address racial and class biases 65 38
Average 83 57

Notes:a. The denominatar of the percentage, tolal respondents in the category, varied between 101 and 105 for city respondents

and 215 and 221 for CBO respendents.

b. All city-CBO differences are significant at least at .05, except larger-scale activities can be undertaken.

ations. The percentage of respondents report-
ing that a specific benefit had been achieved
averaged 83% for city respondents, com-
pared with 57% for their CBO counterparts.

Once again, the assessments of whether
various benefits were achieved were signifi-
cantly correlated (r = .56). Even so, there is
considerable difference of opinion berween
city and CBO respondents on a few benefits.
Nine out of 10 city respondents believe that
their current collaborations provide CBOs
access to city technical resources, but only
50% of CBO respondents see that benefit
accruing from current collaborations. A dis-
crepancy of similar magnitude occurs with
regard to the benefits of “fosters connections
across city departments” and “creates a
forum to address competing views and
priorities.”

A follow-up question asked respondents
to identify the three most important benefits

of collaboration. Four of the five most fre-
quently cited benefits were the same for city
and CBO respondents: “activities are better
aligned with community priorities” (city
46%, CBO 33%), “larger pool of funding is
available” (city 26%, CBO 42%), “activities
are more comprehensive” (city 23%, CBO
17%), and “activities are more effective at
achieving goals” (city 24%, CBO 20%). City
respondents included “involves residents in
planning and implementation” (city 27%,
CBO 13%) among their top five benefits,
whereas CBOs included “city gains better
understanding of community needs” (city
19%, CBO 24%). By and large, the benefits
of city-CBO collaborations identified by
respondents as most important are also per-
ceived as accruing from current collabor-
ations by more than 80% of city and 60% of
CBO respondents (Table 15.5). The one
major exception is “larger pool of funding s
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available,” which two-thirds of city respond-
ents but a bare majority of CBO respondents
perceive as flowing from current city-CBO
collaborations.

There is far less agreement between the
two groups concerning the greatest barriers
to effective collaboration. Apart from identi-
tying inadequate city funding and lack of
trust as important barriers to effective city—
CBO collaboration, there is little else that
city and CBO respondents agree on with
regard to important barriers. CBO respond-
ents point to city government and the local
political environment as the primary obs-
tacles to effective collaboration to reduce
poverty and revitalize communities. For CBO
respondents, an overly bureaucratic city gov-
ernment that does not want to release control
is the major obstacle to effective collabor-
ation. The city respondents, on the other
hand, see CBOs with limited resources, poor
administration, and parochial interests as the
major stumbling block. A lack of mutual
trust and poor communication reflect and
reinforce these views of one another.

STRATEGIES FOR EFFECTIVE
COLLABORATION

As the preceding discussion of barriers makes
clear, effective collaboration between city
governments and community-based organ-
izations does not occur spontaneously—it
requires concerted effort and commitment
on the part of both partners. The survey
asked city and CBO respondents to identify
some of the strategies they have used in their
collaborations and to indicate how valuable
certain strategies could be in making their
collaboration more effective.

Using city government funding or incen-
tives for community-based activities was the
most frequently employed collaboration
strategy and one of the strategies perceived to
be most valuable (Table 15.6). Nevertheless,
the city and CBO responses reflect different
perceptions of how often city funding and
incentives are used. OFf city officials, 82%
said their local government makes funding
or incentives available for collaborative
community-based activities, whereas only

63% of CBO respondents reported that they
initiate these types of activities using city
government funding or incentives. Various
approaches to open channels of communica-
tion between partners are frequently
employed and perceived as valuable.

Perhaps the most interesting finding in this
area involves the adoption of a comprehen-
sive and strategic approach to poverty reduc-
tion, an approach that many advocates of
collaborative problem solving have encour-
aged. For example, the empowerment zone/
enterprise community initiative based its des-
ignation of zone communities in part on
the quality of the community-based strat-
egic plan developed by multiple stakeholders
(e.g., government, community, private sec-
tor, etc.). Fifty-six percent of the city and
slightly less than half of the CBO respond-
ents indicated that they have actually
employed a comprehensive and strategic
approach ro poverty reduction and/or neigh-
borhood revitalization. However, approxi-
mately 70% of both groups view this strategy
as very valuable in creating successful
collaborations.

DISCUSSION

Collaboration has become a watchword in
city=CBO relationships. Academic observers,
private foundations, national policy organ-
izations, and federal government programs
have increasingly advocated and provided
incentives to foster collaborative interactions
between city governments and community-
based organizations. The present study has
reported the results of a survey on the current
status of city-CBO relationships and pros-
pects for increased collaboration in the
future. The findings are mixed.

The barriers to collaboration identified in
the survey response are substantial and
deeply embedded. City respondents see the
major hindrances to collaboration arising
from characteristics/traits of the CBOs, and
CBO respondents see the major barriers aris-
ing from shortcomings of city adminis-
trators. Moreover, the identified barriers
reflect characteristics that serve the particu-
lar organizations well while working against
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Table 15.6 Strategies used to bring about more effective collaborations and their perceived

value by type of respondent

City CBO
Strategies % Employing % Responding % Employing % Responding
strategy “Very valuable”  strategy “Very valuable”
Initiating community-based activities using city 82 79 63* 57"
government funding/ incentives
Using advocacy efforts to raise public 49 41 80 56"
awareness of issues and needs
Developing a forum for increased 66 64 51° 58~
communication between city government and
CBOs
Creating a CBO consortium or network to work 61 bb 58 52
with city government
Sharing/exchanging ideas on best practices 44 58 51 52
for successful partnerships
Adopting a comprehensive and strategic 56 72 48 70
approach to poverty reduction or community
revitalization involving multiple partners and
program areas
Initiating targeted outreach to private sector 56 54 39* 52
partners with city and CBOs ’
Creating a spin-off organizalion ta implement 33 27 30 26
joint projects
Bringing in a third-party intermediary to help 30 18 27 297
develop collaboration
MNumber of respondents 104 219

Noies: a. Because respondents only rated the value of strategies that they employed, the number of respondenis potentially
varies across the strategies. For this set of respondents, the actual number was never more than one or two less than that shown

in the table.
* City-CBO difference significant at least at .05.

collaboration. For example, the failure of
CBOs to see the citywide picture that city
respondents see as a barrier to collaboration
reflects the very nature of CBOs, their linkage
to the local community. Likewise, city gov-
ernment’s bureaucratic decision structures
and assertion of control that CBO officials
see as barriers to collaboration are responses
by city governments and officials to real
organizational needs for structuring author-
ity and maintaining accountability. Poor
communications and lack of trust, which are
identified as barriers by both sets of respond-
ents, in part reflect the difficulties of bridging
this organizational divide. Developing trust
is exceptionally difficult when it requires
relaxing or deviating from strategies and
approaches that have served organizations
well in the past.

The positive finding of the survey is
that despite these apparently fundamental
barriers, a large amount of city-CBO
collaboration is occurring. The percentage of
respondents reporting collaborative city—CBO
relationships varies across program areas and
by the type of respondent, but on balance the
results indicate that a large percentage of cities
and CBOs are working together regularly. In
addition, the respondents see these collabor-
ations as yielding substantial benefits—city
governments have a better understanding of
community issues and are able to design and
implement programs that better fit com-
munity needs. These are benefits anticipated
by proponents of collaboration. It would
seem that the efforts and incentives to pro-
mote collaboration between cities and CBOs
have enjoyed notable success.
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Although the survey reveals substantial
evidence of city governments and CBOs
working together regularly, and both sets of
respondents responded favorably to ques-
tions about city-CBO “collaborations,” the
identified relationships seem best character-
ized as a “thin” version of collaboration.
Scholars define collaboration to require but
not be limited to working together on a
regular and consistent basis. Academic def-
initions and associated discussions of col-
laboration typically include a power-sharing
relationship between partners. For example,
Gray (1989, 5) defined collaboration as “a
process through which parties who see dif-
ferent aspects of a problem can construct-
ively explore their differences and search for
solutions that go beyond their own limited
vision of what is possible.”

The results of this survey indicate that
city governments and CBOs are working
together, and a larger number are working
together on a regular and consistent basis.
However, relatively few of the respondents—
either in response to questions regarding
“typical” city-CBO interactions or t0 ques-
tions focused on city-CBO interactions in
specific program areas—describe those rela-
tions in terms of cities and CBOs sharing
power. Moreover, when the focus turns to
city—CBO interactions at the various phases
of initiatives, the most positive assessments
appear to be in the early formative stages of
initiatives. This is consistent with respond-
ents’ perceptions of the benefits of collaborat-
ing. The responses to these questions cluster
around better awareness of community needs
and shaping of program initiatives to reflect
community priorities. Both sets of respond-
ents see greater city-CBO collaboration early
in the initiative process, and both tend to see
the benefits of collaboration in those phases.
Involvement in implementation, ongoing
project managemeit, and joint account-
ability for outcomes (e.g., monitoring/evalu-
ation) are not only less likely to occur, but
city and even CBO respondents see these
issues as less central to city—CBO relations.

Although the fact that a large percentage
of cities are working regularly and consist-
ently with CBOs to engage the communities
in needs assessments, and initial project

design is a very positive finding, this thin ver-
sion of collaboration may not produce the
beneficial outcomes suggested by some pro-
ponents of collaboration. For example, as
Chrislip and Larson (1994, 13) noted, when
collaboration is successful, the benefits often
affect the entire community:

When collaboration succeeds, new networks
and norms for civic engagement are established
and the primary focus of work shifts from
parochial interests to the broader concerns of

the community. Collaboration ... not only
achieves results in addressing . .. substantive
issues . . . it also builds “civic community.”

The fundamental reordering of city-CBO
relations anticipated in such descriptions of
collaboration is unlikely to proceed from the
thin version of collaboration apparently at
work in the minds of most city officials and
CBO directors. Of course, the adoption and
spread of the thin version of collaboration
may be a necessary step to the fuller version
envisioned by scholars of organizational
dynamics. The emphasis that both city and
CBO respondents place on communication
and trust as important to facilitating col-
laboration is underscored by the overwhelm-
ing agreement by both sets of respondents
that a comprehensive and strategic approach
to poverty reduction and community revital-
ization is an effective strategy. Many of the
private and public initiatives emphasizing
collaboration have included comprehensive,
strategic planning as a funding prerequisite.
This approach brings public, private, and
community stakeholders into a neutral set-
ting and strives to obtain consensus con-
cerning problems, strategies for addressing
problems, allocation of responsibilities, and
monitoring. In sum, this approach flattens
the city hierarchy by bringing responsible
decision makers directly to the table and
offers the potential of minimizing the obs-
tacles of control and “turf” embedded in
lower levels of city administration. It also
places CBO officials in a decision-making
realm where the larger picture of citywide
needs comes into focus. The facilitated nature
of this process offers the potential for real
communication across the city-CBO divide.
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In short, comprehensive strategic planning
has evolved as a process to address most of
the barriers to collaboration identified by city
and CBO respondents. Their responses to the
survey indicate their recognition of that fact.

Strategic planning, however, is not a
panacea. As a strategy for advancing col-
laboration, it has two major challenges. The
first involves challenges to its internal suc-
cess. The participants have to include the
major stakeholders, persons with authority
(not simple representatives) must be at the
table, the various parties must see the process
as potentially important and commit to
it, and the facilitation must go well. Even if a
planning process is successful, the shared
understandings, trust, and commitments
made by the participants must be exported to
the larger community. Implementation in the
face of embedded hierarchies and parochial
community views is the second challenge to
successful strategic planning.

In closing, the results of the National
League of Cirties survey indicate that col-
laborative approaches to persistent poverty
and neighborhood revitalization are no
longer confined to a handful of cities but
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have become fairly widespread across cities
of all sizes and conditions. Future research is
needed to understand more fully the dynam-
ics and determinants of these relationships in
individual cities. Although national surveys
can aid in identifying the scope and fre-
quency of city~CBO partnerships, case stud-
ies and comparative
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