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ABSTRACT 

In practice, health and social services are delivered through collaborative networks that are 

often favored by government and philanthropic investment as an effective means for collectively 

solving complex social problems. Current studies that examine the evolution of collaboratives 

rest on traditional approaches that consider internal changes only. This article departs from past 

single-collaborative studies by leveraging an external view, utilizing the collaborative itself as 

the unit of analysis within a larger community-network system. This research takes the 

perspective that forces outside a collaborative can shape its trajectory and evolutionary outcomes 

to include new forms and functions. To date, little theory has been developed or applied to 

account for system-wide dynamics and their effects on collaboratives over time. As is 

appropriate in the early stages of developing new theories, this article addresses the foundational 

step of first clarifying the phenomenon of interest with the creation of a typology of collaborative 

evolutionary trajectories. Additionally, important mechanisms of evolution are proposed in an 

effort to advance new research agendas in this area. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In practice, health and social services are delivered through collaborative networks 

comprised of public agencies, nonprofit organizations, for-profit businesses, and consumer 

associations to address complex problems and implement public policy. These networks, referred 

to throughout this article as collaboratives (Nowell & Foster-Fishman, 2011), are often favored 

by government and philanthropic investment as an effective means for collectively solving 

complex social problems (Head & Alford, 2015; Morçöl, 2014; Weber & Khademian, 2008). 

These collaboratives have become a ubiquitous element of the health and human services 

landscape. The collaboratives are multi-organizational governance arrangements that can form 

and evolve over time, yet are often only addressed in the literature from an internal perspective. 

Despite broad application of this collective approach, theory development for understanding this 

phenomenon has fallen behind practice in taking an external view that can explain system-wide 

dynamics, motivating calls for greater attention to research in this area of collaborative network 

evolution (see Milward, 2016). 

Current studies that consider the evolution of collaboratives rest on traditional approaches 

that consider changes to structures of a single, independent collection of actors (Isett, Mergel, 

LeRoux, Mischen, & Rethemeyer, 2011; Milward, 2016). By using this insular view of 

collaboratives, studies have overlooked the system-wide dynamics that could contribute to a 

collaborative’s changes over time in community-networks where collaboratives share members 

(one exception is Nowell, 2017). This article departs from past single-collaborative studies by 

proposing an external view (Nowell, 2017) that allows for the examination of community-

networks as systems of undifferentiated collaboratives whose boundaries are blurred by shared 

membership. An illustrative example of the presence of this phenomenon of shared membership 



  Submission # 10748 
 

2 
 

can be seen below in Figure 1. Throughout this article, the larger system of collaboratives that 

are connected through shared membership ties is referred to as the community-network. 

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Figure 1 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 

 

Figure 1 is a visual map of many connections between collaboratives in one of the 

communities in the longitudinal dataset for this study. This system-wide map demonstrates how 

the collaboratives are intertwined and potentially co-affected by changes within the 

collaboratives themselves and the community-network as a whole. The visualization also 

demonstrates the need for a shift in levels of analysis that departs from past network studies. To 

date, theory building and empirical research has focused on the nature of changes within a 

collaborative over time by leveraging data from case studies that focus on one or two networks 

alone (Milward, 2016). While there has been some discussion of looking at the nature of the 

collaborative as a whole to advance an exogenous theory of understanding performance (Kenis 

& Provan, 2009), little has been done to examine the evolution of the collaborative. This research 

moves the level of analysis up to the whole collaborative itself by examining its trajectory as an 

entity in a community-network over time.  

This research embraces an external or exogenous view of networks, taking the perspective 

that forces outside a collaborative can shape its trajectory and evolutionary outcomes. To date, 

little theory has been developed or applied to account for system-wide dynamics and their effects 

on collaboratives over time. As is appropriate in the stages of developing new theories, this 

research addresses the foundational step of both clarifying the phenomenon of interest and 
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describing its components. In considering this external view of collaboratives, two research 

questions are addressed in this article: 

1. What is the most common trajectory in a community-network of collaboratives over a 5-

year period? 

2. How does a collaborative’s form and function change over time?  

To accomplish this goal requires an understanding of a typology of collaborative 

evolutionary outcomes. This typology must encompasses a definition of survival, death, and 

transformation, with a particular focus on the variety and character of collaboratives that have 

undergone transformations in form and function. The specific context of the current study 

includes a variety of health collaboratives that are situated in a broader community-network 

system. Given the limited attention to shared membership between collaboratives in general, and 

no substantial foundational theory yet developed to examine the dynamics present at the 

collaborative level of analysis, this research aims to establish the necessary descriptive aspects of 

the collaborative evolutionary trajectories for future development as a dependent variable in 

empirical studies.  

This article first presents an argument for the external view of networks and establishes 

the internal nature of current collaborative evolutionary theories and scholarship. The data and 

methods for this research are discussed, followed by a typology of collaborative evolutionary 

forms and functions. Findings presented here also include a conceptual model and the associated 

mechanisms driving the effects of a collaborative’s path dependency, capacity, and community-

network dynamics on its trajectory over time. To conclude, discussion and future research 

questions are offered to advance an agenda of collaborative evolution theory building.  
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AN EXTERNAL PERSPECTIVE OF COLLABORATIVES 

While network research in Public Administration has expanded in the last two decades, 

many studies regarding collaborative governance are approached from an ego-centric, or 

organization-based, internal perspective that uses the components within a collaborative as the 

unit of analysis (Hu, Khosa, & Kapucu, 2015). These studies do explore the strategic choices of 

organizations to engage in networks, but may not consider the more complex dynamics that are 

occurring within a community that houses many collaborative efforts in overlapping issue areas. 

As noted by more recent research, prior network literature has overlooked the influence that the 

external environment, including the existence of shared members across collaboratives, by 

studying them as if they are in isolation (Nowell, 2017). 

A network perspective is necessary to frame the context of this study and examine the 

broader phenomenon of collaborative evolution within a community-wide network. 

Collaboratives are defined as multi-organizational groups that come together to solve problems 

that cannot be achieved, or achieved easily, by single organizations (Agranoff & McGuire, 2001; 

Nowell & Foster-Fishman, 2011). Collaboratives are also specifically community-based, made 

up of actors who represent nonprofits, for-profit companies, public agencies, and community 

groups that all share a common interest in a specific issue area (Nowell & Foster-Fishman, 

2011). These groups are unique in that they meet regularly to both identify and implement 

strategies for improving community outcomes in their shared issue area (Foster-Fishman, 

Berkowitz, Lounsbury, Jacobson, & Allen, 2001; Nowell & Foster-Fishman, 2011). This 

definition of a collaborative aligns with a more limited view of networks as advanced by Provan 

et al. (2007), situating this paper in the tradition of examining networks as areas of collective 

action and as governance mechanisms themselves.  
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In past research, an internal emphasis has driven a focus on describing and defining the 

components of collaboratives through description of attributes like governance structures, 

processes, and activities. Scholars have also advanced research agendas that focus on 

components of collaboratives being improved for the highest outcomes (Raab, Mannak, & 

Cambre, 2015; Turrini, Cristofoli, Frosini, & Nasi, 2009). Alongside these inward-facing 

research agendas has been a contingency approach that defines the collaborative’s context based 

on the characteristics of members only (for example: Provan & Kenis, 2007), without also 

considering the broader community system in which the collaborative must function due to its 

shared members. Additionally, overarching rational-actor assumptions (for example: Feiock, 

2007) have driven definitions of collaboratives and internal behaviors as a function of 

individuals’ strategic choices, without recognition of external forces, like competing initiatives, 

in the same community. 

These past approaches, based on their narrow focus, have overlooked more complex 

dynamics that are occurring within a community that houses many collaborative efforts. One 

study that is an exception to this trend has noted that most prior network literature has 

overlooked the influence that the external environment has on collaborative characteristics by 

studying them as if they are insular (Nowell, 2017). Shared membership among collaboratives 

refers to instances when an organizational member in one collaborative is also a member of 

another in the same community. This very recent study confirms the existence of members 

engaged in more than one collaborative that focuses on the same issue area in a community, 

while also highlighting the importance of how shared membership allows for collaboratives to be 

connected to each other in meaningful ways in the larger community-network (Nowell, 2017). 
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By broadening the focus and moving up a level of analysis in her study, Nowell (2017) offers the 

beginning stages of conceptualizing important phenomenon at the collaborative level of analysis. 

Important to note, the collaboratives within this study are not bound by contracts, nor are 

the specific members mandated. There has been significant research regarding mandated or 

contracted collaborative groups, with a focus on mechanisms of governance when roles are 

defined and clearly delineated (Feiock, 2013; Milward, Provan, Fish, Isett, & Huang, 2010). 

While some of this past research has contributed to our understanding of collaboratives, these 

dynamics have different mechanisms that cannot be properly applied in the context of this study 

in which the collaboratives have multiple path dependencies but no formally contracted duties or 

accountabilities.  

CURRENT EMPHASIS ON INTERNAL EVOLUTION 

Collaborative evolution theories have focused on how groups may evolve internally only, 

overlooking opportunities for collaborative groups to transform into different forms. Network 

evolution studies and emerging theories can be organized into three categories including models, 

drivers, and definitions (Nowell, Segato, Berthod, & Koliba, 2016). Table 1 below provides an 

overview of studies that fall into each category. These three strains of literature aim to answer 

important questions about how networks evolve, why they evolve, and what parts of them 

evolve. While the focus is growing within Public Administration and management literature, 

several scholars in the area of network evolution are from the fields of organization science, 

public health, business management, and even natural resources.  

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Table 1 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 
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How Do Collaboratives Evolve? 

While single-organization studies have embraced a broader view of evolution by 

considering linear-sequential, circular, environmentally driven, or dialectical models, network 

evolution theory building has largely remained bounded within linear-sequential and circular 

models (Saz‐Carranza & Vernis, 2006). Although less prominent, some recent literature has 

explored dialectical models of evolution (McGuire, 1988), but even within this area a 

collaborative’s external environment is overlooked due to a focus on an internal understanding of 

social paradigms and power relations.  

Linear-sequential models are the most common approach in public network literature. As 

shown in Table 1, this area of network evolution theory has a rich tradition. The basis of these 

models is that networks develop in three main phases. Across scholars, these phases may have 

different names, but there is still an overarching coherence to the concepts and emergent 

dynamics of each phase. Additionally, each of the main scholars discussed below add definitions 

of supporting or hindering conditions in an effort to provide for predictions of collaborative 

behavior and movement between phases (Nowell et al., 2016). First introduced by Gray (1985), 

the problem setting, direction setting, and structuring phases define distinct activities for a 

collaborative to undertake. This linear model emphasizes the first phase in which stakeholders 

are identified and a shared understanding of the goal is forged among collaborative members. 

Subsequent scholars identified a pre-networking (Larson, 1992), pre-partnership (Lowndes & 

Skelcher, 1998), or formation (Snow & Thomas, 1993) stage in which pre-conditions for 

collaborative members are set. 
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In this same tradition of linear-sequential model, many other scholars have further 

defined or clarified phases while staying consistent with the idea that collaborative evolution 

theories can be shown to be a set of distinct, orderly steps (Kreiner & Schultz, 1993; Manning, 

2010; Straub et al., 2007). These models have had such a strong hold on our understanding of 

evolution that they have even been laid over theories of other aspects of collaborative structures. 

In Provan and Kenis’ (2007) exploration of governance forms, they argue that collaboratives will 

inevitably evolve from shared governance to more formal types of lead-organization or network 

administrative governance, with no possibility of regressing or cycling backwards. 

Circular or cyclical models of collaborative evolution move away from linear approaches 

by considering opportunities for phases to repeat and mutually reinforce other phases in feedback 

loops (Ring & van de Ven, 1994). Ring and van de Ven’s (1994) model is the most well-known, 

emphasizing a cycle of negotiation, commitment, and execution centered around ongoing 

assessments of efficiency and equity within the collaborative work. Dialectical models have been 

mostly championed by McGuire (1988). Her view of network evolution is predicated on the 

presence of issues of ambiguity in social paradigms, economic arrangements, and collaborative 

member self-interests. The dialectical model focuses on the ways in which collaborative group 

members make sense of their social paradigms and power relations, with a clear drive towards 

creating stability so that the work of the group can be formalized and externalized (McGuire, 

1988). 

More recent literature, while still nascent, has emerged with a nonlinear view of network 

evolution. Within the nonlinear theories, complex adaptive system (CAS) models have begun to 

view entities like collaboratives as systems themselves that are informed by path dependence 

(Pierson, 2004). Koliba et al. (2010) have suggested a framework in which evolution is a 
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function of environmental factors like privatization, devolution, and public-private partnerships 

that give rise to collaborative forms. This is the one example within network evolution 

scholarship, and a very recent area of exploration, that has been pushing on the idea that 

networks can be part of larger system and susceptible to exogeneous pressures and shocks 

(Scheinert, Zia, Koliba, & Merrill, 2017). 

Why do collaboratives evolve? 

 Within Public Administration literature, a diverse collection of theories and frameworks 

about why collaboratives evolve over time has emerged. While these theories do collectively 

focus on the drivers and conditions for evolution, the three approaches have widely different 

assumptions. One of the earlier explorations of drivers of collaborative evolution is rooted in 

contingency theories that were previously applied to organizations (Drazin & van de Ven, 1985). 

Using aspects of a collaboratives’s environment, specifically uncertainty and resource 

munificence, Koka, Madhavanm, and Prescott (2006) examine evolution in regard to size, 

composition of members, and level of integration may change over time. While a focus on 

contingencies does take the environment into account, Koka et al.’s (2006) theory of 

collaborative evolution leverages only single-network dynamics, with an emphasis on the ego-

centric perspective, that does not consider that a collaborative’s environment may function as a 

network in-and-of-itself whose structure can have unique effects on evolution over time.  

Developmental perspectives on collaborative evolution have different theoretical 

traditions, but largely draw upon the concept that collaboratives will evolve through stages that 

build upon each other. In many ways, developmental models of the drivers of evolution can be 

overlaid with the linear/sequential models discussed above. Butterfoss and Kegler’s (2009) 

Community Collective Action Theory (CCAT) is rooted in social psychological theory and uses 
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the assumption that collaboratives will evolve in the same ways as other kinds of groups. CCAT 

uses the foundations of group development stages including forming, storming, norming, 

performing, and adjourning and applies them to goal-directed networks. 

The Institutional Collective Action (ICA) framework as developed by Feiock (2013) rests 

in the traditions of political economy by focuses on intergovernmental collaboratives. Given this 

viewpoint, Feiock’s work assumes that interdependencies will drive the formation of a 

collaborative, and that as these interdependencies shift over time new drivers of evolution will 

emerge. Key to the ICA framework is also the assumption that as organizations and agencies 

navigate their interdependencies in a collaborative, they will act rationally and strategically to 

adjust governance mechanisms that support their needs. As discussed above, the collaboratives 

of interest in this study come together to address complex social issues and they are unlike 

groups described in the ICA because they are not bounded by contract negotiations, nor do they 

necessarily seek to reduce individual organization or agencies’ issues of coordination or directly 

improve economies of scale. 

 The third viewpoint of why networks evolve is built upon considerations of path 

dependency. Ahuja et al.’s (2012) approach suggests that micro foundations are the drivers of 

collaborative changes. These micro foundations are considered the underlying factors that “shape 

the formation, persistence, dissolution, and content of ties in the network” (Ahuja et al., 2012, p. 

437). In their view, the four driving forces of evolution are agency, opportunity, inertia, and 

exogenous factors. While this view of collaborative evolution does consider the broader 

environment, Ahuja et al.’s (2012) definition of this driver is more of a vague “other” category 

that is meant to include anything external to a collaborative, but without explicitly examining the 

nature of the larger community-network.  
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 Some scholars have expanded on the exogenous driver category, drawing direct or 

indirect conclusions that include propositions from path dependency theory. In these studies, 

initial starting conditions are shown to lead to different evolutionary trajectories. For example, 

some studies have focused on the legitimacy of the collaborative’s convener (Gray, 1985), 

differences in the institutional logics within a collaborative (Herranz, 2009), and social capital 

and relational embeddedness before networks convene (Moynihan, 2009; Nowell & Steelman, 

2015). Again, while pre-conditions are considered exogenous factors in these cases, less 

attention is given to the nature of other collaborative groups in the community-network and the 

potential for the broader system to contribute to evolutionary outcomes.  

What aspects of collaboratives evolve? 

 Across the traditions and viewpoints of how and why collaboratives evolve, there are a 

wide variety of focal aspects of change (Nowell et al., 2016). Broadly, four main aspects have 

been theorized to evolve, including 1) governance and formality; 2) size, composition, and 

structure; 3) group dynamics; and 4) capacity. In addition to a wide variety of potential aspects 

of collaboratives that may undergo evolution, across many studies, multiple aspects of a network 

are theorized to have a relationship with other aspects in such a way that networks function as 

complex systems (Nowell et al., 2016). Overarchingly, this literature is the most internally 

focused of all collaborative evolution research. 

A TYPOLOGY OF COLLABORATIVE EVOLUTIONARY TRAJECTORIES 

Study Context and Background 

 This research leverages a unique, longitudinal population-level dataset that includes all 

health‐oriented collaboratives in three counties in the state of North Carolina. The data that are 
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used for this analysis features a population of 74 collaboratives and their members taken over 

two timepoints. Time 2 data collection achieved a 97% response rate, and Time 1 data collection 

was able to achieve a 100% response rate from all identified health oriented collaboratives in the 

counties included in the study. The list of collaboratives was cross-validated by county 

informants as well as an exhaustive web search to ensure comprehensiveness.  

Collaboratives in this unique dataset are defined as three or more organizations that meet 

on a regular basis and have a health or wellness focus to their work. This definition of a 

collaborative served as the inclusion criteria for data collection for the duration of the study. 

Each participating collaborative was asked to provide a current list of their members and 

associated organizational affiliations. Collaborative coordinators were then asked to participate 

in a structured phone interview to validate the activity level of all members and provide 

descriptive information about the collaborative’s activities, revenue sources, governance 

structure, relationships with important stakeholders, and presence of members who serve as 

thought leaders, champions, or power brokers in the community.  

Typology Methods 

Qualitative data from the 2017 collaborative leader interviews were analyzed using a 

phenomenological approach to create a codebook of characteristics and definitions of a 

collaborative’s survival, death, or transformation. Within the category of transformation, possible 

distinctions include collaboratives that have merged within an existing collaborative, 

collaboratives that have discontinued partnership work to become a program, service, or stand-

alone organization, and collaboratives that have spun-off in a new direction by redefining their 

mission and approach while retaining many of their original members.  This codebook was then 

applied to all collaboratives in the dataset to create a typology that includes definitions for 
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survival, death, and most importantly transformation. Table 2 below illustrates this study’s 

sample and the number of evolutionary outcomes assigned based on the codebook that was 

developed.  

FINDINGS: DEFINING COLLABORATIVE TRAJECTORIES OVER TIME 

 Collaborative survival and death are the most straightforward to define. For the purposes 

of advancing suggested definitions of network transformation, the definitions of survival and 

death are expanded upon below with supporting examples from this study’s data. 

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Table 2 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 

Survival and Death 

 Collaboratives in this study are defined as three or more organizations that meet on a 

regular basis and have a health or wellness focus to their work. Consistent with this inclusion 

criteria, if a collaborative has continued meeting from 2012 to 2017 and the mission has 

remained focused on community health or wellness, the collaborative is considered to have 

survived. In this study, 78% of collaboratives fit this definition. Collaboratives that have 

discontinued meeting regularly are considered to have died. Meeting discontinuation was 

verified with the most recent past coordinator or facilitator of each collaborative group. In this 

study, 7% of collaboratives fit this definition. In addition to verifying that the group has ceased 

its activities, the coordinators provided a detailed description of the nature of the end of the 

collaborative’s meeting and activities. 
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 These findings themselves highlight the need for an external view of collaboratives and 

consideration for the dynamics that can lead a collaborative to survive or cease meeting. To date, 

case study research into the nature of collaborative changes over time has recognized that a 

group may experience life-cycle changes (Gray, 1985; Lowndes & Skelcher, 1998; Provan & 

Kenis, 2007; Straub et al., 2007), but there are no current frameworks or models extend the life-

cycle to the discontinuation of a group. The presence of collaborative “death” exemplifies the 

need to further understand how and why a collaborative may no longer exist in a community-

network. Additionally, a portion of collaboratives in this research took on a different form or 

function than defined as a traditional collaborative. These transformations are discussed below. 

Transformation 

If some aspects or activities of the collaborative changed in the three ways described 

below, the cases were included in the transformation typology analysis. 15% of collaboratives 

were defined as transforming either by merging with a current collaborative, becoming a 

program of another organization or agency, or spinning-off a new collaborative group. Table 3 

below provides definitions of the form and function of each type of transformation, as well as a 

visual representation. In these representations, blue squares represent collaboratives, red circles 

represent organizations, and green triangles represent subcommittees or task forces of 

collaboratives. 

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Table 3 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 
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Transforming by merging. The majority of transformations in this sample represent a 

collaborative that discontinues meeting under its current name and functions, and begins meeting 

as part of another collaborative that already exists in the community. Importantly, when a 

collaborative transforms by merging with another, a meaningful aspect of its former identity and 

mission is retained as it begins its new form as a subcommittee, working group, or task force of a 

pre-existing collaborative. For example, a group focused on addressing issues of diabetes in both 

adults and children transformed into a support group aspect of another collaborative in the 

community: 

“About the support group with [the other community 

collaborative], we have that going and we help with that. We have 

also developed a diabetes food list and best things to donate to 

help people with diabetes and being mindful of sodium and things 

like that is distributed through [the other collaborative].” 

In another example, a former collaborative group that was focused on community issues 

of nutrition and access to opportunities for physical activity became a specific task force of 

another already-functioning community collaborative: 

“We wanted to maximize peoples' time because that is not an 

unlimited resource. We had two groups that really were 

overlapping in a lot of ways. It was an intentional, well-thought 

process. Could we be more efficient and effective in our use of staff 

time, dollars, resources by merging these two groups? Yes! And so 

we did.” 

A final example of a collaborative transforming by merging is when a community effort 

to address elder abuse and victimization disbanded, but many members continued the work by 
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engaging in a task force of another local collaborative that is more broadly focused on issues that 

seniors face.  

“Yes, [collaborative] to address adult abuse statewide was 

competing and our members were more active there too. 

[Collaborative that no longer meets had] members that were state 

level workers and were pulled to state initiative that has a local 

collaborative in our community.” 

Transforming into a hierarchy. Other collaboratives’ main activities and mission was 

transformed into a program of a local organization or agency. In these examples, the work of the 

group moved back into the hierarchy space, sometimes retaining original collaborative members 

as partners or advisors. Ultimately, examples of transformations into programs are described as 

the collective action of a collaborative group disbanding, but its substantive activities becoming 

the responsibility of a single organization or agency. One example is of a local food advocacy 

group discontinuing their meetings when the municipal government undertook efforts to support 

an ordinance to allow urban farms and farm stands: 

 “Once the Unified Development Ordinance was passed the city 

started its own meetings and a program (for food advocacy). And 

that is why we paused meeting, and eventually disbanded…Our 

initiative was now being handled by the city.” 

 Another transformation of a collaborative into a program is evident in an end of life 

support coalition becoming a work group of the local nonprofit health care system: 

“The [local health system] now has an End of Life work group that 

includes numerous people from the [transformed collaborative] 

and the community. The work is continuing and it's important.” 



  Submission # 10748 
 

17 
 

 In another community, a collaborative that was focused on offering coordinated mental 

health support for adults transformed into a care review program of the local managed care 

organization. While the collaborative has discontinued meeting, some previous members have 

been retained in the care review system: 

 “We still continue on with care reviews. This is a venue for 

individuals who are experiencing challenges and barriers. They 

come to care review to see a team from the systems in the 

community…This is housed within [local managed care 

organization], and it is a system of care initiative program.” 

Transforming as a spin-off. A final type of transformation is evident in a new 

collaborative, with a similar mission, spinning-off from a previous, discontinued group. As in the 

example below, a spin-off is defined as a strategic and premediated action to develop a new 

collaborative from some of the aspects of one that is no longer meeting. In one community, a 

group of physicians concerned about the opioid epidemic recognized that it was just one aspect 

of larger community issues surrounding those in crisis:  

“Our group became the [community crisis group] as the Opiod 

Safety Task Force spin off. The membership was very similar and 

the idea was to just move things forward in the [community crisis 

group].” 

 

FINDINGS: MECHANISMS OF COLLABORATIVE EVOLUTION 

 Across the instances of collaborative survival, death, and transformation a variety of 

mechanisms of change have emerged from the stories of both collaborative motivation and 

evolution over time. Given that the external view of collaboratives is being advanced as a 
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proposed area of further study, some exploratory associations of both path dependency (Pierson, 

2004), collaborative capacity, and community-network dynamics are discussed here. Figure 2 

below illustrates possible interactions of mechanisms that may lead to the collaborative itself 

evolving over time. This conceptual map does suggest that a collaborative’s capacity may 

moderate a collaborative’s path dependency, but this is offered as an exploratory proposition to 

be tested with further empirical research. 

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Figure 2 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 

In this study of collaborative evolution, path dependency is related to all possible 

outcomes based on the assumption that members of a collaborative have the agency to both 

create and break its link to a group (Axelrod & Cohen, 2000; O’Toole, 1997). This ability for 

members to join or leave collaboratives reinforces that when the collaborative’s external funding 

or policy environment has changed, the members may leave because the collaborative’s path 

dependency and subsequent processes did not allow for adaptation when needed. Important 

changes in path dependency can come in many forms (Schreyögg & Sydow, 2011), and this 

study focuses on specific changes in funding and/or policy mandates. This view is appropriate as 

the level of analysis here is the collaborative itself, and because the research questions examine 

evolution over time within the larger community-network.  

As shown in Table 4, the 74 collaboratives included in this research are diverse in their 

starting conditions and trajectories, spanning more prescribed, although not contracted, forms 

like policy mandates to more emergent forms like grassroots initiatives. As noted by several 

scholars, policy mandated collaboratives that are established and determined by an outsider can 
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lack pre-existing relational embeddedness of members. These collaboratives may have to work 

harder to build relationships and trust as compared to grassroots networks (Hall et al., 2003; Ring 

& van de Ven, 1994; Stephens, Fulk, & Monge, 2009).  Additionally, mandated collaboratives 

created by policy dictate can create different conditions for strategic management. Mandated 

collaboratives also often lack an initial normative system to encourage member commitment and 

capacity building (Provan & Kenis, 2007).  

_______________________________________________________ 

Insert Tables 4 and 5 Here 

_______________________________________________________ 

Table 5 represents descriptive crosstabulations from the study sample, including 

collaborative outcomes, capacities, and the presence of community-network dynamics. 

Collaboratives can have a variety of internal capacities, including the presence of convening 

organizations, funding, and paid staff. Convening organizations are considered an integral part of 

the necessary relationships for forging collaborative, interorganizational spaces (Gray, 1985). In 

many theories of how collaboratives form, there is a problem-setting phase in which stakeholders 

to be engaged in the process are identified, while also giving an identity to the problem that the 

group sets out to solve (Gray, 1985; McCann, 1983). As noted by Friend, Power, and Yewlett, 

(1974) and Sarason and Lorentz (1979) collaboratives that succeed often have conveners who 

enhance the potential for mutual exchange and envision a mission which can be fulfilled through 

joint participation. Conveners also serve in an important role throughout the life of the 

collaborative by offering their ability to scan the environment to build and sustain the group 

(Sarason & Lorentz, 1979). 
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Resource availability is also considered an important characteristic of collaboratives in 

this research. Some mechanisms for the importance of funding are tied to the discussions of path 

dependencies above, as well as being related to collaborative context (Provan & Milward, 1995). 

As first established by Provan and Milward’s (1995) work, and explored across subsequent 

collaborative case studies, resource stability allows for more capacity to meet goals. Indeed, 

resource scarcity constrains a collaborative’s capacity, even if there are other characteristics that 

are related to survival or achieving goals (Milward et al., 2010; Provan & Milward, 1995). 

Related to issues of funding, is also the presence of a paid staff member who officially manages 

the work of a collaborative. Funding to support a paid staff member allows for coordination and 

communication among members (Provan & Kenis, 2007; Provan & Milward, 1995). 

Additionally, a paid staff member enables the centralized integration of other important 

capacities of the collaborative, including information sharing, group activities, and achievement 

of goals (Provan & Kenis, 2007; Provan & Milward, 2001).  

In addition to path dependency and capacity, community-network dynamics may have an 

effect on a collaborative’s trajectory over time. To date, the concept of centrality or 

embeddedness in collaborative research has considered the organization as the unit of analysis.  

Powell et al.’s (1996) work specifically examined the network position of organizations, finding 

that a firm or organization’s central location can positively influence its reputation and 

subsequent access to resources. In this study, the unit of analysis is the collaborative and its 

community-network position is defined by the presence of shared ties or members with other 

collaboratives. If the mechanisms from Powell et al.’s (1996) theories are applied to 

collaboratives themselves as the level of analysis, there is one possible argument for the positive 
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nature of shared membership or centrality. In this way, the more highly central a collaborative is 

within the community-network, the more likely it is to survive over time.  

A counter argument can be synthesized from the traditions of population ecology 

(Hannan & Freeman, 1984) and studies that have explored the nature of time and resources 

needed for individuals to engage in collaboratives (Nowell, 2017). Applying the concept of 

niches from population ecology (Hannan & Freeman, 1984) to this research, it is possible that 

the more members a collaborative shares with other collaboratives, the more competition it may 

have in its niche. In this way, shared membership or centrality in the community-network may be 

more of a liability than an asset. Finally, when a population of collaboratives is available for 

consideration, as in this study, the presence of competing initiatives may have an impact on 

trajectories over time. This association is again offered as a proposition to be studied and 

considered at the collaborative level analysis in future theory building given that no current 

research has explored these dynamics. 

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The data and analysis here are presented with an external view at the collaborative level of 

analysis. This view and consideration of the whole collaborative itself has been widely absent in 

current evolutionary theories. The typology of collaborative transformations advanced here 

raises several important questions about the nature of collaborative evolution when community-

network conditions and dynamics are considered. Given that the phenomenon of changes in form 

and function has been documented in this study, future research to advance theory must move 

beyond the internal focus of past collaborative network studies. Additionally, the nature of 

transformation as described above suggests that current collaborative evolution theories have 



  Submission # 10748 
 

22 
 

fallen short by only examining collaborative outcomes from the frame of traditional networks 

(Milward, 2016). This limited view does not follow their paths to other forms and functions.  

Indeed, collaboratives in this case have transformed into programs, becoming an aspect of a 

hierarchical organization, and collaboratives have merged with others, remaining network-like 

but within the new structure and governance system of a different collaborative. Even in the case 

of a collaborative spinning off a new collaborative, the function and subsequent trajectory of the 

new group may be highly dependent on the network that came before and “birthed” it into the 

community-network. As recently discussed by Milward (2016), a preeminent network scholar 

and theorist, networks can function in different forms in different locations. This paper also 

pushes the idea forward that collaboratives may be driven into new forms and functions over 

time. The questions presented below are intended to begin meaningful conversations among 

scholars and define research agendas to examine what theory has yet to address from the external 

view of collaboratives. 

In an effort to advance our current collaborative evolutionary theories, and encourage a 

broader focus on the dynamics of complex community-networks, a series of questions is offered 

as the conclusion and to inspire directions for future research. 

1. Over time, what other forms may collaborative groups utilize? What internal and external 

factors drive these transformations? 

2. Will all of the possible forms succeed in addressing community issues? How? 

3. Is a pre-existing collaborative that has merged with a past collaborative unique in its 

function? What opportunities or challenges may arise? What are the drivers of these 

dynamics? 
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4. Is a program that has grown from a past collaborative unique in its function? What 

opportunities or challenges may arise? What are the drivers of these dynamics? Are these 

types of programs more sustainable than programs that were not formally collaboratives? 

5. Is a new collaborative that has spun-off of a past collaborative unique in its function? 

What opportunities or challenges may arise? What are the drivers of these dynamics? 

6. What methods are most appropriate for understanding longitudinal collaborative data? 

Are configurational approaches, like Qualitative Comparative Analysis, of value 

alongside main effect approaches, like Exponential Random Graph Models (ERGMs) and 

Stochastic Agent-Oriented Modeling (SAOMs)? 

7.  How might a better understanding of network transformation shape governmental and 

philanthropic policies to invest in collaborative groups and collective impact over time? 

Are collaborative transformations considered a successful outcome of these investments? 

Why or why not? 
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Figure 1: Community-network system of interconnected collaboratives 

 

Table 1: Collaborative evolution theories 

Evolution theories Applications and examples 
Models of how 
collaboratives evolve 

Linear-sequential 
(Gray, 1985; Kreiner and Schultz, 1993; Larson, 1992; 
Lowndes and Skelcher, 1998; Manning, 2010; Provan & 
Kenis, 2007; Snow and Thomas, 1993; Straub et al. 2007) 
 
Cyclical 
(Doz, 1996; Ring & van de Ven, 1994) 
 
Dialectical 
(McGuire, 1998)  
 
Nonlinear 
(Koliba et al., 2010; Pierson, 2004; Scheinert et al., 2017) 
 

Views on why 
collaboratives evolve 

Contingencies and environment 
(Drazin & van de Ven, 1985; Koka et al., 2006) 
 
Developmental needs 
(Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009; Feiock, 2013) 
 
Path dependencies 
(Ahuja, Soda, & Zaheer, 2012; Gray, 1985; Herranz, 2009; 
Moynihan, 2009; Nowell & Steelman, 2015) 
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Evolution theories Applications and examples 
Definitions of what aspects 
evolve 

Governance and formality 
(Herranz, 2009; Feiock, 2014; Provan & Kenis 2008, Saz-
Carranza & Vernis, 2006) 

Size, composition, and structure 
(Koko et al. 2006; Nowell & Steelman, 2015; Provan & 
Kenis, 2008) 
 
Group dynamics 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008; Saz-Carranza & Vernis, 2006) 

Capacity 
(Provan & Kenis, 2008) 

 

Table 2: Collaborative evolutionary outcomes 

Evolutionary outcome Number of collaboratives 

Survival 43 

Death 6 

Birth 16 

Transformation  

          Merger 4 

          Program 3 

          Spin-off 2 
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Table 3: Forms and functions of collaborative transformation 

Merger 

• Form – Subcommittee, task force, or 
work group of a pre-existing 
collaborative 

• Function – Meaningful aspects of 
former identity (membership, mission, 
etc.) retained while the group is 
subsumed within a new advisory role 
with a new collaborative group 

 

Hierarchy 

• Form – Programmatic aspect or 
initiative of a local organization or 
agency 

• Function – Specific, bounded activity 
within the hierarchy of an organization 
or agency 

 

 

 

Spin-off 

• Form – New collective group meeting 
regularly as a collaborative 

• Function – Acts as a collaborative that 
focuses on an issue that was partially 
addressed in a former collaborative in 
the community 
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Figure 2: Conceptual model of collaborative evolution mechanisms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4: Collaborative path dependencies and trajectories 

 Govt. 
funding 

Phil. 
funding 

Funded 
policy 

Unfunded 
policy Grassroots 

Survival 8 7 6 3 18 

Death 1 0 1 0 3 

New 2 6 0 0 8 

Transform 
Merger 0 1 0 0 3 

Transform 
Hierarchy 2 0 0 0 0 

Transform 
Spin-off 0 0 0 0 1 

 

 

Survival, death, or 
transformation of 

collaborative 

PATH 
DEPENDENCY: 

Significant change 
to the initial 

funding source 
and/or policy 

mandate 
 

CAPACITY AND 
NETWORK DYNAMICS: 

Presence of convening 
organization, funding, paid 
staff, shared members in 
community-network, and 

presence of competing 
collaborative 
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Table 5: Collaborative capacities, community-network dynamics, and trajectories 

 Funding Paid staff Convening 
organization 

High 
shared 
members 

Competing 
initiative 

Survival 
(n=43) 79% 77% 79% 14% N/A 

Death  
(n=6) 66% 100% 40% 0% 50% 

Merger 
(n=4) 75% 33% 100% 25% 50% 

Hierarchy 
(n=3) 33% 100% 50% 0% 66% 

Spin-off 
(n=2) 50% 100% 100% 0% 0% 
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Health and social services are often delivered by collaborative networks in a community-wide 
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organizational groups that come together to solve problems that cannot be achieved, or 
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examine shared memberships across collaboratives in a community. Results inform how 
collaborative activities, leadership, sustainability, and nonprofit engagement are affected by 
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Health and social services are often delivered by collaborative networks of organizations that 
work within a larger community-wide system. Collaboratives are also specifically community-
based and are made up of actors who represent nonprofits, for-profit companies, public 
agencies, and community groups that all share a common interest in a specific issue area 
(Nowell & Foster-Fishman, 2011). Collaboratives themselves have become prolific in practice, 
but network research into this phenomena has largely focused on the emergence of these 
groups of organizations, the definition of their network boundaries, and their governance 
structures in single-network environments (Isett, Mergel, LeRoux, Mischen, & Rethemeyer, 
2011).   
 
While network research in Public Administration has expanded in the last two decades, many 
studies regarding collaborative engagement are approached from an ego-centric perspective at 
the organizational level of analysis (Hu, Khosa, & Kapucu, 2015). These studies do explore the 
strategic choices of organizations but may not take into account the more complex dynamics 
that are occurring within a community that houses many collaborative efforts with overlapping 
membership. As noted by more recent research, prior network literature has overlooked 
influences that the external environment could have on collaborative characteristics by 
studying them as if they are in isolation (Nowell, 2017). 
 
This study addresses this gap in current network literature by examining competing or 
complimentary institutional logics (Garrow & Hasenfeld, 2014; Reay & Hinings, 2009) as a 
potential driver of collaborative activities, leadership, sustainability, and nonprofit engagement 



in community systems where collaboratives share members. Each organization within a 
collaborative comes to the work with its own institutional logics that may affect expectations 
about activities, processes, and leadership. As a metatheoretical framework, the institutional 
logics perspective can also aid researchers in understanding how organizations of different 
kinds may have “unique organizing principles, practices, and symbols” that can be translated 
into work that takes place within a collaborative (Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012, p. 2). 
When multiple logics are present, as can be the case in community health collaboratives with a 
variety of organizational types and missions, competing or complimentary logics may serve as a 
mechanism through which the collective group both establishes its work and retains or drives 
out members. 
 
This research uses the collaborative itself as the unit of analysis and includes the internal 
institutional logics of member organizations that are engaged. By broadening the focus in this 
research, and moving up a level of analysis, the methodological approach accounts for the 
unique, yet previously untheorized, dynamics of institutional logics within collaboratives that 
share members in the larger community system. By both qualitatively and quantitatively 
examining how collaborative activities, leadership, sustainability, and nonprofit engagement 
are affected by competing or compatible institutional logics, this study addresses several gaps 
in current network literature.  
 
This research examines four questions: 1) What is the nature of nonprofit, as compared to 
government agencies or for-profits, institutional logics and engagement in collaboratives over 
time? 2) How is nonprofit engagement related to collaborative activities over time? 3) How is 
nonprofit engagement related to sustainability and leadership within collaboratives over time? 
and 4) Considering the larger community-system of collaboratives, do nonprofit organizations 
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was asked to provide a current list of their members and associated organizational affiliations. 
Collaborative coordinators also participated in a structured phone interview to validate the 
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embeddedness through shared membership. Phase two utilizes network analysis and 
multivariate methods to examine causal relationships between a collaboratives’ level of 
nonprofit engagement and activities, activities, leadership, sustainability, and competing or 
complimentary institutional logics over time.  
 
Initial findings suggest that collaboratives with higher nonprofit engagement remain engaged in 
community education, are funded more consistently by philanthropic sources, and feature 
more nonprofit organizational members as leaders over time. Those collaboratives with a more 



heterogenous mix of nonprofits, government agencies, and for-profits, demonstrate competing 
institutional logics that are manifest in a wider variety of activities, funding sources, and 
leadership over time. Results inform future theory development by clarifying the nature of 
nonprofit engagement in collaboratives over time in communities with multiple, overlapping 
networks. Additionally, this study can provide guidance to nonprofit leaders to help them 
navigate tensions involved in collaborative work when complimentary or competing 
institutional logics are present. 
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For those working within the nonprofit sector, the ability to create, manage, maintain 

and leverage networks toward the accomplishment of broader organizational goals has been 

widely accepted as a pillar of effective nonprofit management (Bingham & O’Leary, 2014; 

Balser & McClusky, 2005; Herman & Renz, 2008). However, despite widespread recognition 

that strategic network management is a critical aspect of effective leadership of nonprofits, the 

empirical base of knowledge concerning what different approaches or portfolios of nonprofit 

networks look like is surprisingly limited (Johansen & LeRoux, 2013). We know very little about 



the different ways in which nonprofit leaders organize and utilize their networks, particularly 

from a structural point of view. One of the chief contributors to this knowledge gap is the 

prominence of single or small-sample case study designs in the extant research on networks in 

the field of nonprofits (e.g., Bunger, 2013), and the often-cited methodological difficulty 

associated with obtaining complete network data from a sufficient number of discrete 

networks to allow for quantitative comparison (Isett et al., 2011; Kapucu, Hu, & Khosa, 2014).  

The current study addresses this gap by investigating the network structure and 

utilization of partnership ego-networks within a regional sample of 57 different community-

based organizations (CBOs) with a mission of promoting sustainable rural economic 

development. Ego-networks consider an organization to be the focal aspect, or hub around 

which the network forms. Our research questions address critical components in understanding 

a nonprofit’s strategic management of its ego-network by examining three questions: 1) What 

sort of variability in structure do we observe in CBO ego-networks? 2) What factors explain the 

variability we are observing? and 3) What does this variability suggest for how nonprofit leaders 

might differ in their strategic management of their network? 

To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies containing a large enough sample of 

nonprofit ego-networks to attempt quantitative hypothesis testing. Data for this research was 

collected as part of a larger study on the emergence of CBOs in rural, public lands communities 

in the Western U.S. Data analysis was conducted in two phases. The first phase was descriptive 

and exploratory in nature, aimed at documenting variation across CBOs to develop a typology 

for use in the second phase of modeling. The second phase of the analysis focused on testing 

hypotheses drawn from the broader literature on network evolution, structure and use. 



Hypothesis testing was done using both standard OLS regression techniques as well as ANOVAs 

to test group differences between the identified clusters based on CBO characteristics.  

This research draws heavily from organizational theories such as transaction cost 

economics and resource dependency perspectives to inform hypothesis testing (e.g., Feiock, 

2013). We also draw from social network perspectives, theories and methodologies to 

investigate the structural features of ego-networks. Our research specifically tests four 

hypotheses: 

H1: Older networks will be more likely to have greater density and have greater 

multiplexity of ties. 

H2: Older CBOs will be more likely to have networks that are more specialized and 

brokered across strategic subgroups.  

H3: CBOs more heavily engaged in fee-for-service work will be more likely to have 

brokered and more specialized networks.  

H4: CBOs more heavily engaged in policy and institutional change will have higher 

network density and greater multiplexity. 

Our results first address the different ways in networks structurally differ in density, 

brokerage, and sub-groups, suggesting significant variation in structure and utilizations of 

closest collaborators. Findings also point to differences in how CBOs leverage with their 

networks, and the extent to which they diversify by relying upon a handful of key partners in 

multiple domains with multiple kinds of value. In examining the structure and nature of 

networks based on their type of work, CBOs engaged in fee-for-service ego-networks did not 



significantly differ in brokerage or specialization. However, CBOs doing more policy-oriented 

work were more likely to rely on different partners for multiple types of value.  

These findings demonstrate the degree of variation that can occur in the nonprofit 

network portfolios and illuminate a mosaic of different patterns ranging from being embedded 

within dense networks of interconnected partners to varying configurations of brokerage 

between otherwise disconnected actors or sub-groups. Findings from the present study suggest 

that there are dynamics at play within the operating environments of rural sustainability 

economic development CBOs that do not appear to be easily explained as simply a function of 

network closure over time. The present study offers a window into what has been revealed as a 

rich and varied landscape in the structure and utilization of close partnership networks within a 

subset of the nonprofit sector. The large number of networks captured in this study provide the 

unique opportunity to quantitatively test some of the most prominent theories of structure and 

evolution present in the network literature. 
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Abstract (100 words or less): 
 
Measurement of nonprofit capacities has been a key element in the search for effective 
capacity building efforts, yet practitioners struggle with definitions that remain ambiguous. Few 
studies have embraced these conceptual tensions. We provide a lens on why research and 
practice may be applying highly contextual definitions that our data demonstrate as not 
generalizable across nonprofit subsectors and their stakeholders. Our mixed-methods analysis 
of survey results, focus groups, and a day-long dialog of multiple stakeholder groups illuminates 
that there is a need for a deeper understanding of diverse perspectives of both capacity and 
capacity building. 
 
 
Narrative (1000 words or less): 
 
Measuring and understanding nonprofit capacities has been key in the search for effective and 
sustainable capacity building efforts (Andersson, Faulk, & Stewart, 2016; Despard, 2017). Often, 
nonprofit capacity encompasses resources and skills that organizations need to fulfill their 
missions across multiple domains (Despard, 2017; Doherty, Misener, & Cuskelly, 2014; Millesen, 
Carman, & Bies, 2010). In general, capacity-building research has focused on approaches and 
elements of programs which are defined as operational targets, levels and duration of 
intervention, funding support, and delivery mechanisms (Faulk & Stewart, 2017). While 
scholarly attention has proliferated in both the capacity and capacity building literature, 
practitioners recognize and struggle with definitions and perceptions that remain ambiguous. 
To date, few studies have embraced these important conceptual tensions, especially from the 
perspectives of the multiple stakeholders who make up the community system in which 
nonprofit organizations must function (two exceptions: (Millesen & Bies, 2007; Millesen et al., 
2010). 
 
While research has moved forward to construct and validate capacity measurement scales 
(Despard, 2017), and studies have advanced several frameworks for building capacity building 
initiatives (Chaskin, 2001; Doherty et al., 2014; Millesen et al., 2010), little attention has been 
paid to the integration and triangulation of findings in a more applied context. This study seeks 
to expand the field’s understanding of the nature of nonprofit capacities and capacity building 
initiatives by bringing nonprofit leader, funder, donor, and consultant perspectives together. 
Embracing an applied research approach, our study provides a lens on why both research and 
practice may be overlooking challenges or applying highly contextual definitions that our data 



show as not being broadly generalizable across nonprofit subsectors and important stakeholder 
groups. Our framing question for this study is: How does the local nonprofit sector, and its 
stakeholders, view issues around both capacity and capacity building as they strive to engage in  
collaborative, systems-based initiatives?  
 
We utilize a mixed-methods approach to triangulate the nature of a variety of nonprofit leader 
and stakeholder perspectives. This study utilizes three phases of data collection including: 1) a 
survey of capacities present in nonprofit organizations based on Despard’s (2017) 
measurement tool; 2) focus groups involving nonprofit capacity consultants, individual donors, 
business funders, and government funders; and 3) a day-long dialogue meeting with multiple 
stakeholder groups, including philanthropic, business, and government funders, nonprofit 
leaders, and consultants. This multi-phase research approach engaged stakeholder groups 
across regions, institutions, and nonprofit subsectors. 
 
Our findings suggest that, while there is some general agreement on the types of capacities 
nonprofits need to be successful across the stakeholder groups, there is little evidence from the 
survey data that measures of these capacities have any relationship to organizational type or 
size. Indeed, in the survey data there is more “noise” than signal of correlations. As noted in the 
qualitative data, organizational journeys can be idiosyncratic and there is no one best way, nor 
is there one best set of capacities, for all nonprofits. Rather, as indicated most strongly by our 
multi-stakeholder dialogue and the culminating five action steps, nonprofits need to be 
empowered and donors and funders need to be educated that investing in organizational 
capacities overall is needed if nonprofits are going to be able to provide effective services. Our 
focus group and roundtable dialog results call for flexibility in nonprofits building their own 
capacities, further supporting the “noise” that we see in the survey data.  
 
Our data and findings suggest that nonprofits need to develop many different types of 
capacities, both from their internal perspective and the external perspectives of stakeholders. 
But, our data also point to capacity building not being one-size-fits-all, with no easy, 
transferable pattern stemming from a survey-driven assessment of nonprofit capacities. 
Indeed, past empirical studies have focused on ways to measure capacity, arriving at a large 
and disparate variety of survey instruments and assessment tools. We do not propose a new or 
updated tool, but rather seek to examine why the application of such a tool returned a 
significant amount of “noise” in the data. Both our quantitative and qualitative analyses 
illuminate that there is a meaningful need for a deeper understanding of multiple perspectives 
of both capacity and capacity building across stakeholder groups. 
 
This study also addresses a bigger conversation within the frame of systems-change initiatives 
and collective impact models that encourage multiple sectors to work together for wider 
systems change (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Foundations are suggesting that nonprofits need to 
build capacity within and among organizations without a thorough exploration of definitions, 
baseline data, and how capacity improvement can legitimately help drive systems-change 
initiatives. Nonprofit capacity has become a “buzzword” that is now addressed by a plethora of 
initiatives, technical assistance, and planning tools, but there is almost more confusion than 



solid conclusions. Our study aims to broaden our understanding and encourage theory 
development by recognizing that achieving higher capacity is not a destination but a process. 
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