
ometimes helping organizations

learn means encouraging them to

stretch beyond the ways they have

historically operated and conceptualized

their work. Since OMG sees a large part

of our role as transferring knowledge and

skills, we look for ways to provide

communities with new tools to increase

their chances for success. But to us, the

knowledge transfer goes both ways – at the

same time that community organizations

are learning from us and using these tools,

we are learning from them, gaining new

and deeper insights on the difficult 

issues communities face.

OMG’s interest in creating and 

providing tools for community-based

or ga n i z a ti ons (CBOs) has been pred i c a ted

on:1) the observation that healthy

communities are often supported by a

healthy organizational infrastructure; 

2) our belief that organizations are living

organisms that have varying developmental

needs over time; and 3) an understanding

that CBOs are the primary vehicles through

which foundations, other donors and lenders

invest in communities.

Through these observations and

through our involvement in a number of

multi-year community change initiatives,

we felt motivated to develop a set of tools

that would better assist in capacity

building efforts. Our involvement in 

comprehensive community initiatives

(CCIs) as evaluators and through program

development support has provided

additional fertile ground for these 

experiences. Through this work, we have

been part of a capacity building process

that has focused on strengthening the

planning and evaluation skills of CBO

staff and the broader organizational 

i n f ra s tru ctu re in their com mu n i ti e s . Th e s e

efforts have been particularly important 

in CCIs as people and organizations 

learn how to take on the larger roles

expected of them in these complex

initiatives and as they work toward the

complex outcomes that they and their

investors seek in their neighborhoods.

FINDING BETTER WAYS 

TO TRANSFER KNOW L E DGE 

AND SKILLS

Our relationships with communities 

and organizations across a variety of

en ga gem ents have hel ped push us to ref i n e

our thinking around capacity building

a pproaches that work best for com mu n i ty

organizations. Two in particular – 

the evaluation of the Annie E. Casey

Foundation’s Rebuilding Communities

Initiative (RCI) and a capacity building

Using Le a rning Tools to Pro m o te  C O M M U N I T Y  C H A N G E

By Lisa J. Nut ter

L i n k a g e s

Long underpinning OMG’s work in evaluation

and planning is developing a t h e o ry of

c h a n g e, which we be l i eve is rich in learn i n g

opportunities. The basic premise is that

eve ry initiat i ve or prog ram should be

u n d e rg i rded by a log i cal theory abo u t

how change will be achieved. Don Schon,

Chris Argyris, Peter Senge and others who have

written extensively about organizational learning and group  dynamics, as

well as social scientists working from the Kurt Lewin school of thought,

have long advocated the importance of integrating action,training and

research,with research and evaluation as part of what has been referred to

as a learning spiral. These ideas are also found in Carol Hirschon Weiss’

seminal article, “Nothing as Practical as Good Theory: Exploring Theory-

Based Evaluation for Co m p re h e n s i ve Co m m u n i ty Initiatives for Children

and Families,” which helped introduce theory-of-change methodology

into the field of evaluation.

If applied thoughtfully and with the goals of helping practitioners learn,

using a theory of change can stimulate reflective thinking about desired

outcomes and how those outcomes will be accomplished. OMG’s Tools for

Change were designed to be an accessible approach to eliciting and 

a rt i c u l ating an org a n i z at i o n’s theory of change and linking it to 

p rog ram inte rve ntions and outco m e s.
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CO N T E XT UAL ANALYS I S

I d e ntifying the problems and assets;
understanding the role of va rious stake-
holders and part n e r s ; and assessing the
e nv i ro n m e nt in which the initiat i ve is 
t a king place.

S T RATEGIC FOCUS

The dire ction that you have chosen based
on your ex pe ri e n ces and understanding 
of the pro b l e ms / i s s u e s.

This process really helped me strengthen my kn owledge of  outcomes and measure s. We alre a dy 

felt good about the wo rk we do day to day, but now we kn ow why, and we feel even be t te r.

— Lu Ma u ro, Pro gram Di re cto r, Well s pring Clubh ou se  (a gra n tee of the Pew Fund) 

member agencies. The process was used to

demonstrate the utility of evaluation and

reinforce messages about it as an integral 

part of good practical planning.

In another instance, we have used pathway

mapping to help focus our evaluation work

with the Ford Foundation’s Leadership for

a Changing World initiative. Here we are

helping the three partner organizations 

(the Foundation, the Wagner Institute at New

York University, and the Advocacy Institute)

identify and discuss their own assumptions

and goals for the evaluation. The process has

teased out the partners’ different assumptions

and viewpoints,and is creating a forum in

which to build consensus on these as the 

initiative moves forward.

MORE TOOLS TO CO M E

The Annie E. Casey Foundation has provided

some initial research and development

resources to codify what we had been doing,

and OMG continues to use and refine these

tools. Further tool development and new

ideas emerge with each interaction with

CBOs. We have already begun exploring the

potential of several new ways to deliver the

material,including a CD-ROM and 

web-based approaches,that might be used

alongside group facilitation. We expect these

new formats to be a cost-effective way to

promote organizational learning and assist

more community groups to focus on their

change agendas. ■
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engagement with the Southern Rural

Development Initiative (SRDI) that focused

on self-evaluation strategies – are good

examples of projects that led to our creating

what we call Tools for Change. The tools 

are designed to be used by practitioners and 

consultants to engage people in learning from

their own experiences. As a set,they integrate

planning, training, action,and evaluation in 

a way that provides the best environment 

for organizational learning to o ccur.

Through our work with RCI and SRDI,

we developed an initial set of tools that are

focused on connecting evaluation to

planning, program design and reflective

practice. The tools are based in part on

theory-of-change methodology and the

process of getting clear about what changes

are desired,how these changes will occur 

( i . e . , what interven ti ons wi ll lead to ch a n ge )

and why we believe those changes will

occur. Known as a theory of change,this

process is illustrated in what is called a 

pathway map; the process itself is often

called “pathway mapping.”

H OW IT’S WORKED SO FA R

Our experience tells us that the learning 

we are looking for happens best when we

introduce these concepts in an initiative or

program very early on. This not only helps 

get the initiative on the right track, but

also benefits the community organizations 

because they can start thinking almost from

the start about program outcomes,the 

steps needed to achieve them, and how

they can use information that they gather

a bo ut their progress tow a rd those outcomes 

as a way to learn and make necessary

mid-course corrections.

Even when used much later in an initiat ive,

we have found that introducing concepts that

make practical linkages between program

planning and outcomes-thinking is an 

effective way to help organizational teams

build a shared understanding of what they

hope to accomplish and develop logical 

connections or “pathways” toward achieving

positive change. Using the tools, we have

helped teams bring out their underlying

assumptions about what their program or

initiative is meant to achieve and then link

these to shorter and longer range outcomes

and performance measures. For example,

in our work with SRDI, OMG used pathway

mapping to support the organization’s efforts

to build an understanding of evaluation,and

a deeper buy-in of it,among some of their

The pat h way mapping process we did was impo rt a nt for us. I ’ll never do strategic 

planning again without putting in that last co l u m n — o u tcomes and how we measure

t h e m . We got a real appre c i ation for getting clear about what outcomes we wa nte d

and then using them to guide our strategic planning and prog ram decisions.

— Debby Wa rren , Ex e c u tive Di re cto r, S ou t h ern Ru ral Devel opm ent In i ti a tive

W H AT  AR E  T HE SE  TO O LS  A LL  A B O UT ?

O M G’ S TO OL S FO R C H AN G E are designed to be a learning-while-doing, hands-

on approach using actual programs, activities and community issues as the basis for the 

exercises. We employ a mix of processes and exercises that reinforce concepts and 

stimulate peer exchange, and are tailored to meet the needs of CBOs and participants.

Although we ant i c i p ate that the tools will co ntinue to evo l ve as we discover new ways 

to use them, the co nte nt engages pra ctitioners in:

tool n.: 1. something (an instrument or apparatus) used in performing an operation 

or necessary in the practice of a vocation or profession  2. a means to an end

M I L E S TO N E S

Si g n i f i ca nt eve nts that must be reached 
in order to stay on track and achieve
i m p rove m e nt s.

RCI was a big neighbo rh ood initiat i ve for the fo u n d ation and target neighbo rh ood s

be cause it was Ca s ey’s first at tempt to marry its sys tems re fo rm agenda with co m m u n i ty

re b u i l d i n g. So it was really nece s s a ry to make a number of ca p a c i ty building re s o u rce s

ava i l a b l e, including OMG's co l l e ction of planning and self-assessment tools that the lead

o rg a n i z ations could use to refine their thinking and re f l e ct on their ex pe ri e n ce s. We got

g ood feedback from them about how it allowed them to think in diffe re nt ways about 

w h at they we re doing.— Sh ere ce We s t , Pro gram As so ci a te , Annie E. C a sey Fou n d a ti o n

• Understanding that eva l u ation is 

p a rt of the learning proce s s

• I d e ntifying eva l u ation skills that 

p a rt i c i p a nts alre a dy po s s e s s

• De mystifying the jargon that 

the ex pe rts use

• Using pat h way mapping as a means 

to bring fo rwa rd what they wa nt to

a c h i eve (outcomes) and how they plan

to achieve it (prog rams and act i v i t i e s )

• Identifying outcome measure s

• Deciding what ty pes of data to co l l e ct 

and what method o l ogies make sense

• Developing a sound eva l u ation 

and data co l l e ction plan 

• Understanding what all the 

d ata really mean.

ACTIONS AND AC T I V I T I E S

Activities or steps that you will take 
to make your strate gy a re a l i ty and 
to move you towa rd achieving the 
changes desire d.

S H O RT–TERM IMPROV E M E N TS

A level of achieve m e nt that you are 
co m m i t ted to reaching within 3 years 
and that will lead to the longer–te rm 
i m p rove m e nts that you hope to make.

LONG–TERM IMPROV E M E N TS

Po s i t i ve changes or outcomes that 
you hope to achieve in the long–ru n .

Lisa Nu t ter i s a Pro j e ct Di re ctor who joined OMG in 1992. A planner and community development specialist 

with an extensive background consulting with community-based and non-profit organizations , she conducts project

work in research and evaluation,program design,and organizational development. Her particular interest in community

capacity building efforts has led to the development of OMG’s Tools for Change.

The Linkages We Help CBOs Ma ke Along the Way
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Together with OMG’s talented,lively and

diverse staff, the two leaders will continue 

to be guided by the organization’s mission:

To support innovative solutions to challenges

facing neighborhoods, cities and regional 

communities, relying on a collaborative

action research approach that builds new 

learning and problem solving capacities with

our clients and that also contributes to the 

fields in which we work.

LOOKING A H E A D

In planning for these changes,Gerri and

Manuel have recognized that OMG’s strong

growth in the last ten years can be attributed

in part to an unprecedented growth of

philanthropic sector resources. “We have been

very fortunate to have been the beneficiary of

an ex tra ord i n a ri ly re s o u rce - ri ch envi ron m en t ,”

s ays Gerri . “As we look to the current econ om i c

uncertainty as well as ongoing community

issues of the next decade, we must build from

our deep experiences while also being more

resourceful in how we approach our work.”

Ma nu el ad d s , “Our inten ti ons are to con ti nu e

to build on our strengths, be very strategic

about our organizational growth,and 

continue to look for opportunities to

influence the fields in which we work.”

These ideas will be refined this Fall as the

OMG board and staff are involved in 

identifying strategic priorities and setting

organizational goals for the next two years.

Another focus area that will be further

developed as this next phase proceeds is

OMG’s recent emphasis on communications.

Over the last several years, Tom,Gerri and

Manuel have been mindful of the importance

of sharing what staff have learned with 

a broader audience, prompting OMG to

produ ce a nu m ber of acce s s i ble publ i c a ti on s

focused on cross-cutting lessons and 

observations.Gerri and Manuel will

continue leading these efforts.

Manuel and Gerri are grateful to OMG’s

cl i ents and co lleagues for providing won derf u l

opportunities to participate in complex and

sustained community change initiatives.

“We have met many astonishing people and 

witnessed how undaunted will can move

mountains never imagined,” notes Gerri.

They look forward with much enthusiasm 

to OMG’s next phase. ■

Tom’s contributions to OMG have been

many. Under his leadership, OMG’s national 

practi ce has become firm ly establ i s h ed in and 

recognized for organizational development

and learning theories. Whether clients have

come to know the organization through

their work in community development,arts

and culture, human services, or programs for

children, youth and families,this rich and

practical pers pective underp i n n ed and linked

our work as evaluators,capacity builders,

data and trend analysts,and intermediaries.

In ad d i ti on , Tom’s com m i tm ent to improvi n g

urban communities, nurturing young 

professionals,and his wisdom,kindness 

and sense of fairness are among his 

many legacies to OMG.

THE CO - D I R E C TO R S

Over the last few years as Gerri and 

Manuel have worked together in their 

management roles, each has come to value

their complementary skills and points of

view. Both share OMG’s foundational ideals,

perspectives and ongoing commitment to

improving the quality of life for all in

communities. Before OMG’s inception,

Gerri practiced as a family therapist and 

was trained as an architect–an unusual 

background that she has dr awn upon and

integrated into organizational development

and learning, and in the dynamics of urban

change and regeneration. Over the last 

fourteen years,she has helped guide the 

direction of OMG’s work in program 

development, evaluation,and planning 

across diverse areas including arts and 

culture, community development, urban

parks and open space,and human services.

Manuel, whose background is in clinical 

psychology and,like Gerri,family therapy,

brings keen experience in children and 

f a m i ly re s e a rch that began at St. Ch ri s toph er ’s

Hospital for Children. He continued his 

work in this area in subsequent positions 

at ASPIRA Inc. of Pennsylvania,the 

Academy for Educational Development,the 

Annie E. Casey Foundation,and since 1998,

as OMG’s Director of Research. Much of his

recent attention has focused on evaluations 

of national community-based initiatives

aimed at improving the futures of children,

youth and their families.
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S u p po rt i n g
i n n ovat i ve solutions

OOMG is about to enter a new phase in its own deve l o p m e nt with a change in leadership. Co - Founder 

and Di re ctor Tom Burns will be moving into a new part-time role as Senior Fe l l ow this Ja n u a ry, and 

Ge rri Sp i l ka and Manuel Gu t iérrez will assume the leadership as Co - Di re cto r s. Well pre p a red for this new

p h a s e, Ge rri , who also co - founded the org a n i z at i o n , and Manuel have been deeply invo l ved in 

managing OMG along with Tom for the last four ye a r s.
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WEBSITE.
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Please come and visit:

w w w. o m g ce nte r. o rg

and let us kn ow what you think!    

WE’VE REVAMPED

C H A N G E S at  OMG



O M G
OMG is very pleased to announce publication of Ol d

Cities/ Green Ci t i e s : Communities Tra n s fo rm

Unmanaged La n d, published this spring by the American

Planning Association. Written by Ge rri Sp i l ka , Blaine Bonham

of the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society – Philadelphia Green,

and Darl Rastorfer, the book presents a green vision for 

rebuilding older cities in the con text of smarter exurban

growth.The book illustrates national and Philadelphia examples

that restore and reintegrate large and small scale recreational

and natural green spaces into new urban fabrics. It also tells

Philadelphia Green’s story as an urban greening advocate and

renewer, and of the role they are currently playing leading

Philadelphia’s Green City strategy.

OMG is conducting a multi-year formative evaluation of the

Leadership for a Changing Wo rl d (LCW) initiative for 

the Fo rd Fo u n d at i o n . LCW recognizes the achievements 

of outstanding leaders not yet well known outside their 

immediate communities or fields;provides financial support

for their work; conducts research that will explore ho w

leadership is perceived, created, and sustained;and encourages

a public conversation about community leadership. OMG has

been working with the program partners — the  Foundation,

the Advocacy Institute, and the Robert Wagner Graduate

School of Public Service at New York University — to help

articulate the program's theory of change and de velop 

indicators to assess its impact.

OMG has been awa rded a gra nt by The Pew Ch a ritable Tru s t s

to manage its Prog rams Adjusting to a Ch a n g i n g

Env i ro n m e nt (PAC E ) , a lecture forum for the leaders of 

nonprofit human service agencies currently funded within 

the Pew Fund to support programs for vulnerable adults, the 

elderly, and children, youth and their families. PACE lectures 

are given by national experts who discuss timely topics of 

interest to the Philadelphia nonprofit community. For this 

work,OMG recommends subject areas, identifies speakers,

develops session formats, writes post-lecture summaries, and

evaluates the program’s overall effectiveness.

For the Lilly En d ow m e nt, OMG is conducting a new 

assessment of the I n d i a n a polis Ne i g h bo r h ood 

Housing Pa rt n e r s h i p and the city’s affordable housing 

system. The analysis focuses on the impact of INHP ’s

homeowner development program and improvements in 

co m m u n i ty deve l o p m e nt co rpo ration ca p a c i ty and prod u ct i v ity.

For the Annie E. Ca s ey Fo u n d at i o n , OMG conducted two

roundtable discussions on Fa m i l y - St rengthening Yo u t h

Deve l o p m e nt. Drawing together re s e a rchers and pra ct i t i o n e r s

from a range of geographic and professional backgrounds,

OMG facilitated discussion on the intersections between 

the fields of community development, family development,

and youth development. These discussions informed the

Foundation’s emerging interests in family-strengthening youth

development strategies. OMG’s report synthesizing the themes

from the roundtables will help inform the Foundation in its

efforts to foster linkages among out comes for individual 

youth,their families, and their communities.

For the YouthBuild Philadelphia Ch a rter Schoo l ,

OMG is conducting a strategic planning process. YouthBuild,

an affiliate of the national program of the same name,

provides basic education and training in the construction

trades for young people who come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds. After increasing its student body tenfold since

its inception in 1992,YouthBuild’s board and staff  recognized 

the need to assess its capacity and position itself for the 

future through a collaborative planning process.

Earlier this year, OMG concluded an evaluation of the 

National As s oc i ation of Child Advocate s’ (NACA’s)

Community Mobilization Project, funded by the 

W. K . Ke l l ogg Fo u n d at i o n to increase input from local,

low-income and minority communities in state policy

discussions to improve services for children.OMG assessed

community mobilization activities in Wisconsin and

Washington – states where the efforts of the NACA affiliates

appear to have led to the significant engagement of 

“new voices” into their advocacy work around the health 

and human services policies being de veloped by states 

under the federal devolution process.

OMG staff have completed a three-year evaluation of 

Eq u i po Familiar del Ba rrio (Neighborhood Family Team),

an initiative that teams professionals and community

members in the East Little Havana section of Miami to help

families in need.The Equipo program,which arose from 

the Annie E. Ca s ey Fo u n d at i o n’s Me ntal Health 

I n i t i at i ve for Urban Ch i l d re n , uses informal or “natural”

helpers to develop relationships between potential service

recipients and human service professionals with whom they

would not otherwise connect.OMG’s evaluation focused on 

outcomes or the families receiving Equipo services , an 

analysis of the new neighborhood networks resulting from 

program participation,and the impact of participation on team

members. In addition,OMG explored ways to further increase

social capital development in East Little Havana.

The Equipo evaluation was conducted by OMG program 

manager Ma rcela Gu t i é rrez - May ka , who was first invo l ved in

the project while on the staff of the University of South Florida.

Ma rcela is a re s e a rcher and prog ram eva l u ator who joined OMG

with a background in human services to children and families,

and a particular emphasis on mental health issues and minority

populations. Her work has focused on social service deliver y

i s s u e s, at - risk children in ru ral and urban settings, and childre n’s

mental health services and system reform.

OMG welcomes back project manager Joel Fo nt a n e,

a former colleague who brings spatial and demographic 

analysis skills which were most recently honed through his

work at the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission.

He has helped manage several projects here since his return,

including a market study for Appel Farm Arts and Music 

Center, and trend analysis and GIS mapping for an 

assessment of Neighborhood Progress, Inc. in Cleveland.

The proud new father of a baby girl, Joel has shown 

particular interest lately in urban population studies.

Project assistant Lee Al fo rd joined OMG last year following his

graduation from the University of Miami to assist the senior

directors with special assignments. In addition to moving along

a number of critical in ternal projects, Lee has also applied his

expertise in data collection and analysis to several research

assignments for clients. A true multi-tasker, he holds BBAs in

Political Science and Finance with a minor in Architecture.

Sheetal Mat a n i , a project associate, recently came to OMG 

from Washington,DC,where she worked in health and human

service positions as a researcher. A published author of two

works on immigrants’ access to health care and insurance,

Sheetal is part of OMG’s project team conducting an evaluation

of the State Fiscal Analysis Initiative (SFAI),designed to

support state-level nonprofit organizations in improving their 

understanding of how vulnerable, low-income populations 

are affected by budgetary and tax issues, and contributing 

to the fiscal debate on those issues.

Pro j e c ts  an d Pe o p l e
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Th e OMG Ce nter for Co l l a bo rat i ve Le a rn i n g provides a range of consulting services to

national philanthropic institutions and nonprofit organizations that address quality of life issues in 

mostly urban communities. Established in Philadelphia in 1988,OMG works with foundations,

organizations and the public sector throughout the country to develop innovative solutions to difficult

challenges through program evaluation,strategic planning, organizational development and other 

supports. We rely on a collaborative action research approach that builds new learning and problem 

solving capacities with our clients and also contributes knowledge to the fields in which we work. Areas 

of established expertise include community de velopment and community building, urban open space

policy, education reform,arts and culture programming, and initiatives for children, youth and families.

For more information about OMG,please visit our website at www.omgcenter.org.

OMG Cen ter for Co ll a bora tive Le a rn i n g

1528 Wa l nut Street , Su i te 805, P h i l adel phia PA 19102

ph one 215.732.2200  fax 215.732.8123 w w w. o m g cen ter. o rg


