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Who Says a Common Agenda Is
Necessary for Collective Impact?

by Brint Milward, Katherine R. Cooper, and Michelle Shumate

A common agenda or agreement on a core vision among collective impact

stakeholders and leaders is important, but the process of creating a common

agenda and incorporating diverse perspectives may be even more valuable.

This article suggests that we revise the common agenda standard as a
threshold for coming together and avoid the tension of hidden agendas by

leaving room for exploring differences.

Editors’ note: This piece differs from those previously published on collective impact in that the implications stem from several

decades of empirical research on networks. Although collective impact is often portrayed as a relatively new phenomenon, years’

worth of network research suggest insights that may be useful to the all-important early step of determining an initiative's

common agenda. The article also elaborates on an often underexplored area of collective impact. Although some parts of the

collective impact framework have gotten increased attention (the backbone organization, equity in collective impact, strategies

JSor mutual alignment), the notion of a common agenda is often taken for granted, when in fact it poses a real stumbling block

for networks in their early stages.

GREEING ON A COMMON AGENDA IS
one of the chief tenets of col-
lective impact—and one of the
prerequisites for moving col-

laboration forward. However, our expe-

rience working with collective impact
initiatives and other, similar networks
suggests that collective impact leaders
often struggle to get buy-in from various
community stakeholders in the crucial
early stages. Specifically, we've seen that

insistence on a common agenda sets a

high bar, and may derail partnerships

early on. More important, the common
agenda may create barriers to entry
for diverse partners if they hold views
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at odds with “mainstream” values and
assumptions.

Although we agree that a common
agenda is important, we suggest that
collective impact leaders should treat
it as an aspiration rather than a desti-
nation. We draw upon several decades
of network research and exemplar net-
works to suggest instead that focusing on
the process of creating a common agenda
allows for diverse perspectives to impact
the initiative’s trajectory. To that end, we
identify common barriers to agreeing on
a common agenda, including the “birds
of a feather” tension and the “two hats”
problem. We then offer suggestions for

reaching a threshold of agreement that
moves initiatives forward—even if total
agreement can’t be achieved. There is
much to be said for a principled agree-
ment to disagree on some elements of a
common agenda.

Birds of a Feather

Over thirty years of network research
has demonstrated that the easiest way
to form a social network is to recruit
people who share a common experi-
ence based on characteristics such as
race, class, gender, or education.! This
is the principle of homophily, or “birds
of a feather flock together.” Because
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partners with similar backgrounds can
relate to one another, they bond more
easily than those who don’t. This means
that the quickest way of building a
common agenda is to rely on like-minded
individuals.

This sounds dismal for those of us
who value diversity and inclusion, but it
needn’t be so—there is another power-
ful finding from network research that
helps mitigate the principle of homoph-
ily: Although bringing people together
in the first place is made easier through
similarities, networks are more innova-
tive when diverse partners participate.
Through the interaction of stakehold-
ers with diverse goals, expertise, and
backgrounds, networks become more
innovative, effective, and resilient. In
other words, effective networks adopt
the principles of both “opposites attract”
and “birds of a feather.”

The question of which principle
networks honor—and when—poses a
dilemma; however, leaders should recall
that dilemmas cannot be solved—only
managed better or worse. Therefore,
one of the most important network
management tasks is balancing the need
for networks to have enough cohesion
to hold themselves together, but not so
much that they exhibit “groupthink” that
causes them to reject new ideas and prac-
tices. From the standpoint of network
research, managing the “birds/opposites”
dilemma is one of the keys to network
effectiveness.

One way that networks manage this
tension is by explicitly acknowledging
and accounting for differences. For
example, in research conducted on
the Southern Alberta Child and Youth
Health Network (SACYHN), we discov-
ered that the network dealt with this
dilemma by having two “tables.” One
table included the network members
in the healthcare arena who created
the network (“birds”), and the other
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included members who had interests in
education, members who had interests
in social services, and members who
represented diverse constituencies
(“opposites”). The network acknowl-
edged differences between the “birds”
and the “opposites” by creating terms of
reference that specified different obliga-
tions for the two groups. Core members,
the “birds,” shared a common agenda,
whereas “opposites” shared some, but
not all, of those interests.

Both network evaluation and par-
ticipant observation concluded that
acknowledging this “birds/opposites”
dilemma and creating an institutional
structure to mitigate this tension was
one of the keys to SACYHN'’s success.
Over the life of the network, SACYHN
has been viewed reputationally as the
most successful child and youth health
network in Canada.?

Two Hats

In addition to creating a bias toward
“birds of a feather,” the common agenda
standard doesn’t address the “two hats”
problem, which is a shorthand way of
saying that members have interests in
their organizations and the network.
This tension can lead to hidden agendas,
which are toxic in networks.

The “two hats” problem cannot and
should not be wished away. Network
members may be torn between their own
organizational agenda and the agenda
of the network itself. Network research
teaches us that there are two fundamen-
tal tasks that every manager in a network
must adhere to: managing the network,
and managing his or her organization
in the network. One way to manage
this tension is by creating a threshold
of agreement, rather than insisting on
a completely common vision of the
desired outcome. For example, in rural
Pima County, Arizona, a group of individ-
uals created Friends of Redington Pass,

a collaborative named for the public
lands joining the Santa Catalina and
Rincon Mountains. The collaborative’s
first task was to recognize the legitimacy
of the interests of all concerned. In this
case, a common agendatook a back seat
to respect for the differing interests of
a group of other individuals: environ-
mentalists, property owners, a cattle
grazing permittee, horseback riders,
hikers, off-road vehicle owners, and gun
enthusiasts—a group with diverse views
regarding conservation and availability
of the Pass for recreational use. Their
second task was to develop enough
agreement so that they could negotiate
a set of consensus recommendations to
the U.S. Forest Service on how to better
manage Redington Pass. In this example,
recognition of the “two hats” problem
was the basis for the more diverse
group’s willingness to join Friends of
Redington Pass and thus gain standing as
abody that deserves to be at the table as
a partner with the Forest Service.?

Implications of the “Birds of a

Feather” and “Two Hats” Dilemmas

for the Common Agenda

1. The SACYHN example demonstrates
that, rather than having exact agree-
ment, it’s more important that part-
ners speak honestly about their
varying reasons for involvement in
the network, and communicate clearly
the degree of their commitment to the
network.

2. In the example of Friends of Reding-
ton Pass, people approach a common
agenda with different stakes in the
problem—and it is necessary and
healthy to acknowledge those dif-
ferences, as this discourages hidden
agendas. We argue that it is better
to air these differences publicly
rather than keep them hidden. This
allows network managers to manage
the dilemma of the “two hats” in an
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for governance and decision making.
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open and frank way that views other
agendas as legitimate and allows
members to meet a threshold of
agreement.

3. Some organizations are more criti-
cal to collective impact success than
others, as illustrated by the SACYHN
network’s “two tables” approach.
Agreement upon a common agenda
may be more important for core orga-
nizations than for others.

4. Some elements of the common agenda
may have more relevance for the net-
work’s success, while others may
not. Group members disagreed on
how open Redington Pass should be
to the public (for example, the envi-
ronmentalists argued for more pro-
tection of the Pass than the off-road
vehicle group or the gun enthusiasts
typically supported), but everyone
realized that they were more power-
ful working together than separately
to leverage their common interests for
greater conservation resources to be
dedicated to the Pass in the Coronado
National Forest plan.

5. The creation and implementation of
a common agenda has negative impli-
cations for equity—there’s power not
only in setting the agenda but also in
forcing others to adhere to the agenda.
Viewing the common agenda as a “con-
tinuing dialogue” makes it easier to
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Strategies for Collective Impact Initiatives

1. Reach a threshold of agreement. In the case of Friends of Redington Pass, for example, the group found that a network’s agenda could
succeed with only a 60—70 percent agreement, so long as that agreement coalesced around “core” parts of the network’s common agenda.

2. Decide the extent to which your network needs a shared vision. Stakeholders may differ in their values. In the case of SACYHN, the partners
created a constitution that determined the extent to which the agenda must be held in common by all, as well as corresponding guidelines

3. Encourage dialogue and acknowledge difference among network stakeholders. Friends of Redington Pass demonstrates why it is so
important to encourage stakeholders to voice opinions that diverge from the common agenda—and why the success of the network may
depend on the inclusion of these voices at the expense of exact agreement.
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encourage and accommodate diverse
views as well as to make adjustments
based on new information or changed
circumstances.

Today, Friends of Redington Pass serves
as an umbrella organization to bring
together groups and organize events
that allow and encourage shared use
of the land. Their experience—and that
of SACYHN—demonstrates that both
common and divergent interests can
be a powerful force for bringing groups
together and facilitating change for
those working to improve educational,
environmental, or health outcomes in a

collective impact setting.
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17, 2016, with Kirk Emerson, professor of

practice in collaborative governance at the
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To comment on this article, write to us at
feedback@npqmag.org. Order reprints from
http://store.nonprofitquarterly.org, using
code 230207.
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