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Roles and Structures of a Backbone 
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Six Core Functions for the Backbone 

Backbones must balance the tension between coordinating and maintaining 

accountability, while staying behind the scenes to establish collective ownership  

Guide Vision and Strategy 

Build Public Will 

Support Aligned Activities 

Mobilize Funding 

Establish Shared Measurement Practices 

Advance Policy 

Source: FSG Interviews and Analysis 
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Many Types of Organizations Can Serve as Backbones 

Types of Backbones Examples 

Funders 

New Nonprofit 

Existing Nonprofit 

Government Agency or School District 

Shared Across Multiple Organizations 

“Backbone for backbones”  

Private Sector 

Individual Facilitator 
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Example: Communities That Care’s Backbone Structure 

A non-profit, direct-service 

organization 

A governmental, capacity building 

organization 

Originally:   ~3 staff members    ~3 staff members 

Currently:    ~1 staff member    ~5 staff members 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=k--8dPj5xOkSiM&tbnid=dl4cWSfYNod6WM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=https://northwesternda.org/event/da-sullivan-and-ada-yvonne-pesce-participate-youthserve-americorps-10th-annual-legislative-for&ei=Jb-IU7nJGpHQsQSdj4DABA&bvm=bv.67720277,d.aWw&psig=AFQjCNFshEKpUsWxxFpxA6jSJcai-KFabA&ust=1401557156314908
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Skillset Function 

Strategic Skillset:  
 

• Identify, research, and analyze information 

needed to make decisions 

• Recognize patterns and challenges to 

achieving big-picture goals 

• Find areas of coordination or gaps to fill 

Servant Leadership Orientation: 
 

• Seek to serve the community, not your 

individual organization 

• Perceived as neutral, listening, and 

reflective 

Community Organizing Mindset: 
 

• Identify any and all partners and work with 

all them to achieve goals  

• Equip fellow partners with tools and 

information 

Backbone Leaders Need The Following Major Skillsets 

Steering Committee Leadership 

Shared Measurement 

Working Group Support 

Steering Committee Leadership 

External Comm. and Engagement 

Working Group Support 

Steering Committee Leadership 

External Comm. and Engagement 
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A Backbone’s Scope and Budget May Grow Over Time, 

Primarily Reflecting Staff Additions And Available Resources  

* The resources required by the Backbone vary with the needs of the initiatives. In some instances budgets have remained flat or declined; in others, FTEs and 

budgets have grown with the changing requirements of the role 

Source: FSG case work and analysis 

Estimated 

Budget: 

Typical 

Responsibilities: 

• Guide vision and strategy 

• Liaise with Working Group 

and Strategy Groups 

• Build public will / awareness 

• Begin implementation of 

strategies and shared 

measures 

• Guide vision and strategy 

• Support and coordinate 

aligned activities 

• Deepen shared 

measurement practices 

• Build public will / awareness 

• Expand priority strategies 

and partners based on data 

• Build public will / awareness 

• Communicate progress 

• Advance policy 

• Mobilize funding 

Potential 

Staff: 

1. Executive Director 

2. Data Manager 

3. Facilitator 

4. Project Coordinator 

5. Communications Manager 

6. Office Manager / Assistant 

1. Executive Director 

2. Data Manager 

3. Facilitator 

4. Project Coordinator 

1. Executive Director 

2. Data Manager 

3. Facilitator 

Year 1  Year 2* Year 3 On* 

$3-400K $5-600K $7-900K 
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Every Backbone Needs Funding; Backbone Budgets Can 

Range From Around $400K to Upwards of $800K 

Expense Category 
Budget ($) 

Description 
Low High 

Salaries 80,000 155,000 1 FTE Executive Director 

55,000 100,000 1 FTE Facilitator/Coordinator 

65,000 100,000 1 FTE Data/Operations Manager 

25,000 65,000 .5-1 FTE Admin. Support 

Benefits 45,000 84,000 At 20% of salaries 

Professional Fees 90,000 105,000 Consultants, R&E, Recruiting, Data Collection 

Travel and Meetings 7,000 30,000 Workshops, events, retreat 

Community Engagement 0 35,000 Space rental, youth stipends 

Communications 36,500 90,000 Reports, materials design, paid media 

Technology 0 4,900 In kind hardware, software, IT 

Office 0 74,000 In kind/paid rent, utilities, supplies 

Other 0 6,500 Staff training, miscellaneous 

Total Expenses 403,500 849,400 Covered by grants and fees 

Source: Adapted from Strive Network, TYSA, & CCER 

Illustration of a Backbone’s Budget: 



FSG.ORG 

9 

© 2014 FSG 

Backbones Typically Have Multiple Funding Streams 

Private foundations 

Community foundations 

United Ways 

Corporate foundations 

Local businesses 

Individual donors 

Government funding  
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Evaluating Collective Impact 
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Evaluating Collective Impact Requires a Mindset Shift for Many 

Funders and Practitioners 

Evaluating CI as a Complex 

Intervention 

 

 

Typical Focus of  

Program Evaluation 
 

Assessing the impact of a  

specific intervention 

Evaluating effects and impact  

according to a predetermined 

set of outcomes 

Assessing multiple parts of the 

system, including its components 

and connections 

Evaluating intended and 

unintended outcomes as they 

emerge over time 

Using  logic models that imply  

cause and effect, and linear 

relationships 

Evaluating non-linear and non-

directional relationships 

between the intervention and its 

outcomes 

Embedding feedback and 

learning through the evaluation 

Providing findings at the end of 

the evaluation 
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Evaluation 

SMS can be both an input to evaluation (by providing data and/or shaping 

evaluation questions) and an object of evaluation 

Shared 

Measurement 

Systems 

(SMS) 

Shared measurement systems (SMS) 

use a common set of indicators to monitor 

an initiative’s performance and track its 

progress toward goals 

Evaluation refers to a range of activities 

that involve the planned, purposeful, and 

systematic collection of information about 

the activities, characteristics, and 

outcomes of a CI initiative 

Collective Impact Efforts Should Use Both Shared Measurement 

and Evaluation to Understand Their Effectiveness and Impact 
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Evaluating a Collective Impact Effort Involves Looking at Four 

Aspects of the Work 

1 

2 

3 

The CI initiative itself  

The systems targeted by the 

initiative 

The initiative’s impact 

…the effectiveness of 

• The five core elements of collective impact 

• The initiative’s capacity  

• The initiative’s learning culture 

…changes in: 

• Individuals’ behavior 

• Funding flows 

• Cultural norms 

• Policies 

…changes in: 

• Population-level outcomes 

• The initiative’s (or community’s)  

capacity for problem-solving 

4 

• Community culture and history 

• Demographic and socio-economic 

conditions 

• Political context 

• Economic factors 

For example… 

The initiative’s context 
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Collective Impact Theory of Change 
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The Focus of Evaluation – and the Data Collection Methods Used – 

Will Evolve Throughout the Life of the Collective Impact Initiative 

CI partners can use the framework to help focus their evaluation 
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Collective Impact Partners Should First Identify the Key Learning 

Questions They Seek to Answer 

Context 

• What are the cultural, socioeconomic, 

and political factors that are influencing 

the design and implementation of the CI 

initiative? 

Impact 

• To what extent has the CI initiative 

achieved its ultimate outcomes? 

• What has contributed to or hindered the 

achievement of the CI initiative’s goals? 

CI Design & Implementation 1 

• Backbone Infrastructure: To what extent 

and in what ways is the backbone 

infrastructure providing the leadership, 

support, and guidance partners need to 

do their work as planned? 

Intermediate Outcomes 

2 

• To what extent / in what ways are flows 

of philanthropic/ public funding shifting to 

support the goals of the CI initiative?  

• To what extent / in what ways are social 

and cultural norms evolving in ways that 

support the goals of the CI initiative? 

Changes in Systems 

Sample Learning Questions  

3 4 
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Example   

Understanding the Progress and Effectiveness of the Backbone 

An assessment of the CI Design & Implementation process could focus on  

one or more of the core conditions, such as backbone infrastructure 
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Example 

Backbone Infrastructure 

Sample Outcomes Sample Indicators 

The backbone infrastructure 

(BBI) effectively guides the CI 

initiative’s vision and strategy 

 BBI builds and maintains hope and motivation to 

achieve the initiative’s goals  

 BBI celebrates and disseminates achievements of CI 

partners internally and externally  

 Partners look to the BBI and SC for initiative support, 

strategic guidance and leadership 

The backbone infrastructure 

ensures alignment of existing 

activities, and pursuit of new 

opportunities, toward the 

initiative’s goal 

 BBI provides project management support, including 

monitoring progress toward goals and connecting 

partners to discuss opportunities, challenges, gaps, 

and overlaps 

 BBI convenes partners and key external stakeholders 

to ensure alignment of activities and pursue new 

opportunities 

Learning Question: To what extent, and in what ways is the backbone providing the 

leadership, support, and guidance partners need to do their work as planned? 
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Key Takeaways 

Embed evaluation in 

the initiative’s DNA 

1 

Set reasonable 

expectations  

2 

Be thoughtful about 

your evaluation 

partners 

3 
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Agenda 

Communicating the Value of Collective Impact 

and the Backbone to Funders 
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By Investing in CI, Funders Have an Opportunity to Amplify 

Impact, Leverage Funding, and Drive Alignment 

Amplify Impact 
Increase Efficiency of 

Resources 
Drive Alignment 

 Involves multiple 

partners working towards 

long term, systemic 

change 

 Offers a holistic 

approach by channeling 

the energy of various 

stakeholders towards 

solving a problem 

 Provides opportunities to 

influence the system 

from within and outside 

by coupling advocacy 

with action 

 Allows more efficient 

use of funding, 

especially in times of 

scarce resources  

 Enables leveraging of 

public and private 

sources of funding 

 Opens channels for 

organizations to access 

additional funding 

against an issue 

 Reduces duplication of 

services  

 Increases coordination 

 Embeds the drive for 

sustained social change 

within the community, 

facilitating “order for 

free” 

 

 

 

Source: FSG Interviews and Analysis 
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Backbone Effectiveness Can Be Measures Along the Different 

Backbone Functions 

Guide Vision and 

Strategy  

• Partners accurately describe the common agenda  

• Partners publicly discuss / advocate for common agenda goals 

• Partners’ individual work is increasingly aligned with common agenda 

• Board members and key leaders increasingly look to backbone for initiative support, strategic guidance 

and leadership 

Support Aligned 

Activities 

• Partners articulate their role in the initiative 

• Relevant stakeholders are engaged in the initiative 

• Partners communicate and coordinate efforts regularly, with, and independently of, backbone 

• Partners report increasing levels of trust with one another 

• Partners increase scope / type of collaborative work 

• Partners improve quality of their work 

• Partners improve efficiency of their work 

• Partners feel supported and recognized in their work 

Establish Shared 

Measurement 

Practices 

• Shared data system is in development 

• Partners understand the value of shared data 

• Partners have robust / shared data capacity  

• Partners make decisions based on data 

• Partners utilize data in a meaningful way 

Build Public Will • Community members are increasingly aware of the issue(s) 

• Community members express support for the initiative  

• Community members feel empowered to engage in the issue(s) 

• Community members increasingly take action 

Advance Policy • Target audience (e.g., influencers and policymakers) is increasingly aware of the initiative 

• Target audiences advocate for changes to the system aligned with initiative goals 

• Public policy is increasingly  aligned with initiative goals 

Mobilize Funding • Funders are asking nonprofits to align to initiative goals 

• Funders are redirecting funds to support initiative goals 

• New resources from public and private sources are being contributed to partners and initiative 

Source: FSG and Greater Cincinnati Foundation 
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Six Sources of Influence Enable Backbones to Shape and Guide 

the Work of Collective Impact Without Formal Authority 

1 Competence 

• Technical expertise in a relevant 

content area, strategic visioning and 

problem-solving 

• Interpersonal skills to manage 

relationships 

• Conceptual ability to take the bird’s 

eye view and see initiative as a whole 

2 Commitment 

• Track record demonstrating 

dedication to the issue and/or 

initiative 

• Significant ongoing effort to the 

initiative, inspiring confidence in 

others that the backbone is 

reliable and persistent 

3 Neutrality 

• Objectivity of having no personal 

stake and no competitive 

dynamic with those involved 

• Inclusivity, creating safe spaces 

for difficult conversations and 

representing the needs of others 

4 Data & Information 

• Quality data and research to 

understand the problem, promote 

accountability, learn and improve 

• Perspectives from community 

members and those who stand to 

directly benefit from the work 

• Media channels to disseminate 

information 

5 Network 

• Strong connections to cross-

sector players and community 

members, enabling backbone to 

broker and mediate relationships 

between individuals and groups 

• Endorsements from influential 

champions 

6 Visibility 

• Awareness about the initiative 

and the backbone’s 

contributions among partners 

and community members 

• Regard for backbone and 

recognition of its supportive role 

(i.e. sense that backbone does 

not seek to take credit) 

Sources: FSG interviews with external stakeholders.  L. K. Johnson, Exerting Influence without Authority (Harvard Management Update, December 2003). D. A. Whetten and K. 

S. Cameron, Developing Management Skills: Gaining Power and Influence (New York: HarperCollins College Publishers, 1993).  

Sources of Backbone Influence 
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While There Is No Definitive Measure for Backbone Influence,  

Key Inputs Can Help to Demonstrate the Backbone’s Contributions 

* Systems change definition source: Comprehensive Community Initiative (CCI) Tools for Federal Staff (http://www.ccitoolsforfeds.org/systems_change.asp) 

Measures of Backbone Influence 

Evidence of  

Systems Change  

Stakeholder Perceptions 

of Backbone Value 

Leveraged Funding 

Indicators of Initiative 

Progress 

The amount of funding that has been leveraged or 

redirected based (at least in part) to the efforts of the 

backbone 

Indications from stakeholders that shifts are taking place in 

the way that the community makes decisions about 

policies, programs, and the allocation of its resources — 

and, ultimately, in the way it delivers services and supports 

its citizens and constituencies* 

Observations from community members about the 

importance of the backbone 

Initial outcomes the backbone can share related to process 

(e.g., # of partners involved) or systems change impacts 

(e.g., legislation passed that supports initiative goals) 

A dashboard of these measures is available for each backbone, upon request 

http://www.ccitoolsforfeds.org/systems_change.asp
http://www.ccitoolsforfeds.org/systems_change.asp
http://www.ccitoolsforfeds.org/systems_change.asp
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Agenda 

The Importance of Community in Collective 

Impact 
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Hawrood’s Five Characteristics of Civic Culture to Embed In 

Collective Impact 

1) Ownership by the larger community 

2) Strategies that fit the community 

3) Sustainable enabling environment 

4) Focus on impact and belief 

5) Story a community tells itself 

This civic culture can contribute significantly to  

the success of an initiative 

Source: Rich Harwood 
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Agenda 

Policy Discussion 
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The Success of a Partnership Is Influenced by Public Policies and 

Public Systems that Create the Context within Which They Operate 

• Siloed governmental structures and 

processes inhibit the development of 

comprehensive solutions 

• Risk-averse culture coupled with unclear 

policies creates powerful de-factor 

barriers to collaboration 

Source: Policy Recommendations for Achieving Collective Impact for Children and Youth; April 2014, The Forum for Youth Investment 
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Federal, State, and Local Policies Can Incentivize or Prohibit 

Collective Impact 

Source: Policy Recommendations for Achieving Collective Impact for Children and Youth; April 2014, The Forum for Youth Investment 
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The Forum for Youth Investment Presents Eight Policy 

Recommendations to Address these Barriers 

1. Create Interagency Policy Coordinating Bodies 

2. Reserve 1% of funds to enhance the capacity of coordinating bodies at all levels 

to achieve collective impact across multiple government agencies 

3. Reserve 1% of funds to arm coordinating bodies with the data and evaluation 

systems they need to manage effectively 

4. Allow funding to be used flexibly and to be blended and braided when coupled 

with accountability for results 

5. Develop research and evaluation methodologies appropriate for partnerships 

6. Reform auditing and accounting practices to allow partnerships and policy 

coordinating bodies to be held accountable for results achieved, rather than 

activities produced 

7. Explicitly allow new coordinating bodies, strategic plans and data systems to use 

and build upon existing ones 

8. Create “Folk Law” waiver programs 

Source: Policy Recommendations for Achieving Collective Impact for Children and Youth; April 2014, The Forum for Youth Investment 
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Questions? 


