
Community Engagement  
for Backbone Organizations 



Engagement 

 

“When we dream alone it remains just a 

dream, when you dream together it is 

the beginning of a new reality” 

 Brazilian Proverb 







Who do we Engage? 

Top 100 Partners Exercise   
 

“Consider the top 100 people and organizations in your community that 
could help you realize the change you want to see. Imagine what it 
would be like if they worked together to change the community. This 
would be a dream come true for many communities”. Paul Born 

 

 

 See pages 119 – 122 

• Brainstorm your partner list 

• Rank your list by sector 

• Rank your list by people 

• Consider whom to approach first 

• Craft the ask 



Multi Sector Engagement 
 

“I cannot get to a place of unknowing by myself or with those who 
think like I do. But it is to that place of unknowing that I need to 
go if I am ever going to know.”  

Paul Born (an ever so brief moment of wisdom)  

 

See page 39… 

Multi Sector Groups are prone to: Single sector groups are more prone to: 

•Tell stories 

•Define and isolate the issues that make up 

the problem 

•Seek to understand the other sectors point of 

view 

•See conversation as an opportunity to learn 

•Suspend their expertise. Members of the 

group may ask. “Am I qualified to be in this 

conversation. 

•Suspend Assumptions. Group members are 

brought out of their comfort zone and asked to 

enter into conversations with people they 

normally do not engage with in dialogue. 

•Define the problem 

•Seek Solutions to problems 

•Seek to convince and to show that their 

solution to a problem is the most effective. 

•Assume that their purpose and core service 

values are the same 



 

Community Engagement 
for backbone leaders 

 
 Inform 

 
Consult 

 
Involve 

 
Empower 

 
Enable 

Adapted from Hashagan 2002 and Sydney Dep’t of Planning 2003 



The Public Promise 



 
Create a Common Agenda 

The role of Community Engagement Plan  
 

 
•  Conversations are the emergent phase and provide the 

opportunity for engaging new people, for new donors 
to build common understanding and also create the 
“momentum of the possible.” 
 

• People, when they are engaged, desire to  create their 
own common agenda rather than adopt someone 
else's. 
 

• There is no right or wrong way to build a common 
agenda plan – the only defining principle is that the 
people who are engaged in building it -  own it. 
 

 



Engagement for Backbone 
Organizations 

Backbone team 
• Members 
• Connections 
• Employers 

Current funders 
• Of members - partners 
• Foundations 
• United ways 
• Government 

Working groups 
• volunteers 
• Members 2nd tier 
• Leads 

Sectors 
• Voluntary 
• Government 
• Local business 
• other  Demographic  

& Psychographic 
 - lists of partners 

Universe of  
Prospects 

Top 100 
• Active 
• Inactive 
• media 



Engage! 
The Prospect Cultivation Cycle 

Identification 

• Who is a prospect? 

Inform 

• What do we tell them? 
• How do we deliver  
  the message? 

Engagement 

• It must be built! 

Engaged 

• From outsider to insider 

Stewardship 

• Keeping the  
friendship current 



Engaged 

Consulted 
Involved 

Informed 
 

Why People Commit 



 - On being Engaged 
 - Engage the System 
 - Collective Wisdom 

Ideas  



Think  - Pair 
 

Share a story of a time when you 
were really engaged.  

Exercise 



Group conversation: 
 

How do backbone organizations 
create this experience for people? 



 

Showing up is  
eighty percent of life.   

 Woody Allen  
 
 
 
 
 
 

….meet Father Myles Cavanaugh pg. 15 

Engage the System  



 

   “If I had one hour to solve a problem and my life 

depended on the solution, I would spend the first fifty - 

five minutes determining the proper question to ask.” 

Albert Einstein 

 

 

    
Engagement is essential as  

we tackle complex issues 

Gaining a corner on the Obvious 



Gaining a Corner on the Obvious 
 

 

 
• Get close to the people - understand their needs 
  
• Build trust and empathy. 
 
• Let what needs to be done emerge.  
 
• Involve everyone: Embrace diversity 
 
• Build a collaborative culture 

 
 

  

Showing up is eighty percent of life.  -- Woody Allen   

 



Collective Wisdom 

The scallop principle: 

 

 Each one of us is an eye 

(I); the whole discerns 

through us.  

 

The corollary: when we 

don’t hear from any eye (I), 

the whole is at greater risk.   

 

Stances that support  

the arising of collective  

wisdom 

 
• Suspend certainty 

• See the whole 

• Seek diverse perspectives 

• Welcome all that is arising 

• Trust in the transcendent 

 





 

The goal really is to create a conversation that helps 
people to think together.  

 

At some stage, we would share opinions without 
hostility, and we would then be able to think 
together;  

 

….whereas when we defend opinion we cannot.”  
David Bohm, On Dialogue 

 

 

Conversations that Engage 

Thinking Together 



When people are engaged 

• Read pages 9-11  
• Select a table facilitator 

 
• Answer the Following Questions 
 

• Why a conversation? 
• What can we learn about 

engagement from this conversation? 
 

 
 
 



 

 The role of “conversations” in  

community change 

 

• Engages people 

 

• Builds trust/empathy 

 

• Better probability of asking the 
right questions 

 

• Creates a safe space for learning 
and innovation 

 

• Advances collaboration 

 

• Foundational for resilience in  

     policy and systems change 



Conversations that Engage 

Listening 
Conversations through… 

 
• Engagement with the others meaning 

 
• Suspending what we know for awhile 
 
• Moving from unknowing to shared understanding 
 
 



Conversation the Engage 

Creating a Space 
Conversations to…. 

 
• create a space for exploring new territory”. 
 
• grow trust and belonging and build a common 
experience and language. 
 
• “Seek agreement" on what to do together 

 



 

• Involve donors very early 
  
• Ensure you include them in your top 100 

 
• Engage! Build relationships and then build the relationship – 

people give to people they trust. 
 

• Communicate the opportunity to invest as an invitation to learn. 
Engage your funder in the work as it unfolds, so they will be 
better able to recognize your successes while understanding the 
challenges you face.  
 

• Donors give more than money. They bring ideas, connections 
and ultimately power 
 

• Donors/funders as a group have significant power to influence a 
system change 

  
 

Engagement and Friendraising 



Engagement through the Conditions 

 

 

 

1. Toward a Common Agenda 

2. When we have Shared Measurement 

3. Mutually reinforcing activities - Collaboration 

4. Continuous communication – Truly Engaged 

5. Backbone Organization role in getting and keeping 

people engaged? 

 

 



Engagement Examples 

“The collaborative premise says: If you bring the appropriate 
people together in constructive ways (engagement) with good 

information, they will create authentic visions and strategies for 
addressing the shared concerns of your organization and 

community.” (because they are engaged) 

 - David Chrislip 

 



Hamilton: the Best Place to 
Raise a Child 





www.headwaterscommunities.ca/trails/trails-video.php   

http://www.headwaterscommunities.ca/trails/trails-video.php
http://www.headwaterscommunities.ca/trails/trails-video.php
http://www.headwaterscommunities.ca/trails/trails-video.php


Where do we need further 

research and learning about 

engagement for backbone 

organizations? 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conversation 



Communities that Care 

When we ask “who Cares?” we  

invite in others who are  

passionate about an issue. And,  

when we ask “what's possible?”  

it opens us up to  unprecedented 

 creativity. 

 

  Margaret Wheatley – Turning to 

one another – pg. 87 

 



Systems, Engagement and 
Community Change 

Entering the system that is inviting change 
– Hear the call 
– Systems are alive 
– Be present 
– Engage deeply 
– Believe that systems can heal 

 
Converse to build a common agenda 

– Listen to the whole system 
– Bring together those calling forth 

change – embrace diversity 
– Suspend what we know for a while 
– Welcome all that arises 

 
Engage for resilience and power 

– A strategic process 
– Inform, consult, involve, collaborate , 

collective impact 
– Identify your Top 100 people 
– Multi sector engagement is key 

 

Collaborate 
– The power of collective Wisdom 
– Multi sector action 
– Harnessing assets 
– Mobilize agreement 

 
Casting a vision (ALL) 

– Action 
–  Leadership 
– Learning and change 

 

Summary Engagement for Backbone Organizations 

paul@tamarackcommunity.ca  

mailto:paul@tamarackcommunity.ca

