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Association executives can deliver significant benefits to their members by catalyzing a collective impact 
initiative or introducing their members to an on-going initiative. The purpose of this article is to explain 
the benefits. But before we get into that, let’s first take a look at the concept of collective impact 
initiatives. 
 

Collective Impact Initiatives 

A collective impact initiative is an on-going effort by a group of actors from different sectors to address a 
social problem, using a structured form of collaboration. There are countless social problems concerning 
the environment, aging, jobs, health, education, poverty, and so on. Many of the problems are so 
complex that they require the collective action of dozens (sometime hundreds) of actors in the 
commercial, government, and nonprofit sectors. 

 

 
 
The one thing that all collective impact initiatives have in common is a circumstance where multiple 
actors are able to do together what none of the actors is able to do alone. For example:    
 
Multi-Issue Problems: Collective impact initiatives often target people and situations in which there are 
multiple interacting issues. For instance, the successful treatment of a homeless person may require 
simultaneously attending to the issues of shelter, clothing, mental and physical health, safety and 
security, and so forth. Failure to impact one of the issues—such as mental health—is likely to negate or 
minimize the impact of treating the other issues.    
 
Multi-Phase Problems: People and situations often exhibit a sequence of issues. The failure to impact an 
earlier issue may negate the impact of treating a later issue and vice-versa. Failing to treat the above-
mentioned issues of a homeless person, for example, makes it nearly impossible to later educate and 
employ the person. And failing to educate and employ the person is likely to result in the re-emergence 
of the original set of issues.        
 



Economies of Scale and Scope: Collective impact initiatives enable service providers to enjoy the 
benefits of increased scale and scope, including sharing resources in order to reduce costs, extending 
the reach of their services, devising innovative service combinations, and jointly-promoting their 
services to funders and other stakeholders—all of which, in the end, enable the providers to have more 
impact on the targeted problem. 
 
In a 2011 article in the Stanford Social Innovation Review titled “Collective Impact,” John Kania and Mark 
Kramer highlighted the fact that many social problems require broad, cross-sector coordination. They 
went on to explain that successful collective impact initiatives require the following five conditions. 
 

 
 
 
Collective impact initiatives often spawn a number of social innovation initiatives. A social innovation is 
a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just. In turn, it is 
often the case that the social innovation initiatives birth one or more social businesses. As explained 
below, social businesses produce better, more-affordable products and services for social beneficiaries 
and have the ancillary benefit of creating jobs in the community. 
 

 



The Benefits of Participating in Collective Impact Initiatives 
Now that you understand the concept of collective impact initiatives, let’s turn to the main point of this 
article—explaining the benefits that association members obtain by participating in a collective impact 
initiative. A useful way to do so is to consider association members in each of the three sectors. 
 
Commercial Sector: Individuals and organizations in the commercial sector can benefit in one or more of 
the following ways: 
  

 As just explained, collective impact initiatives frequently spawn a number of social 
innovation initiatives, which themselves spawn one or more social businesses. A social 
business is an enterprise that uses a typical for-profit business format to attack a social 
problem. For example, Wal-Mart is using its size and purchasing power to offer a more-
affordable $4 generic drug plan. Another example is Salesforce.com, which modified its CRM 
software in order to provide a line of for-profit products to meet the needs of educational 
and nonprofit organizations at a fraction of the cost of high-end software. And in the global 
movement known as “social entrepreneurship,” thousands of entrepreneurs are starting 
businesses aimed at providing more affordable and effective products and services aimed at 
social problems. Whatever the case, collective impact initiatives are a great way for 
commercial actors to spot social business opportunities.       

 

 Collective impact initiatives are also a great way to spot opportunities to differentiate from 
competitors. Consider OfficeMax, for example. The company asked its customers what 
social issue was most important for the company to focus on. The over-whelming answer 
was “education.” OfficeMax went on to discover that a large number of teachers were using 
their own money to buy classroom supplies. This prompted the “A Day Made Better” 
(ADMB) program, whereby the company delivers free classroom supplies to schools located 
near its 1,000+ store locations. Where do you think the teachers and administrators, 
students’ parents, and school district purchasing departments prefer to shop for office 
supplies now? You guessed it. ADMB has proven to be a very profitable differentiation 
strategy for OfficeMax.  
 

 Collective impact initiatives provide organizations, professionals, and other commercial 
actors the opportunity to network with prospective customers. As previously noted, the 
initiatives typically involve dozens (sometimes hundreds) of organizations, which enables 
commercial actors to gain access to, and develop a relationship with, a host of prospective 
customers. 
 

 With some professionals, volunteering their services in support of a social cause is a 
requirement of being licensed or relicensed. Another benefit is the fact that citing one’s 
volunteer work on a resume often makes a professional more employable.  
 

Nonprofit Sector: Collective impact initiatives offer nonprofit organizations a number of benefits: 
 

 The most obvious and important benefit is that, as explained above, a nonprofit will be 
more successful in accomplishing its mission when it participates in a collective effort to 
impact a multi-issue or multi-phase problem. 

 



 Just as collective impact initiatives enable commercial actors to spot new product and 
business opportunities, they enable nonprofits to do the same, except that the nonprofit 
may operate the business using a non-typical form of for-profit structure. As conceived by 
Muhammad Yunus, who was awarded the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize for founding the 
Grameen Bank, a non-typical social business is financed by a philanthropic investor. The 
philanthropist is repaid its investment, without interest, out of the business’s profits. 
Thereafter, profits are used to expand and improve the business rather than, as in a typical 
for-profit business, to provide investors with a return on their investment. The employees 
of the business are paid a market wage and often benefit from better-than-standard 
working conditions.  

 

 Another benefit is that collective impact initiatives enable participating nonprofits to 
identify partnership opportunities with other nonprofits, with commercial organizations, 
and with government entities. In the ADMB program, for example, OfficeMax partnered 
with Adopt-A-Classroom, a nonprofit that matches donors with classrooms. Adopt-A-
Classroom helped OfficeMax identify deserving schools near its 1,000+ locations. 

 

 As described above, there are multiple ways for nonprofits to benefit from the economies 
of scale and scope that are afforded by a collective impact initiative. 
 

Government Sector: Actors in the government sector also stand to benefit from collective impact 
initiatives.  
 

 As with nonprofits, the most obvious and important benefit is that a government actor will 
be more successful in accomplishing its social mission when it participates in a collective 
effort to impact a multi-issue or multi-phase problem. 

 

 At every level of government, managers and elected officials are under rising citizen 
pressure to do more with less. Collective impact initiatives are an excellent way for them to 
identify technologies that will enable them to be more efficient and effective. In Cleveland, 
for example, the city is using radio frequency identification (RFID) tags embedded in trash 
and recycling bins to increase the efficiency of its trash pick-up operations, which is an 
opportunity the city could well have identified by participating in a collective impact 
initiative that included an organization familiar with RFID technology.  

 

 Collective impact initiatives are also a way for government actors to obtain the information 
they need to make better-informed decisions. Consider the example of a network of many 
types of nonprofits—including professional associations, research groups, and other 
groups—that brought a range of ideologies and values to bear on the decision of drug court 
policy as a method of reform. In this case and others, nonprofits are uniquely suited to 
providing the multiple perspectives that are necessary to adequately inform decisions 
regarding government policies and programs. 
 

The foregoing is just a small sampling of the kinds of benefits that association members are able to 
obtain by participating in a collective impact initiative. Just imagine how many products, partnerships, 
and insights might emerge from a cross-sector network made of dozens or hundreds of organizations 
devoted to solving some social problem. Association managers can provide their members with 



substantial value by catalyzing collective impact initiatives or alerting their members to existing 
initiatives. 
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