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Statewide Sustainability Conference Call – January 20, 2011

We really like the Center for Civic Partnership’s Sustainability Toolkit (http://www.civicpartnerships.org/docs/tools_resources/sustainability.htm) and used some of their tools and the experience of development consultant Cynthia Bargar in developing our approach.  
The Sustainability Toolkit defines sustainability as “The continuation of community health or quality of life benefits over time.”  So it’s not just about finding the next grant or pot of money, but figuring out how to maintain the outcomes of your work.  It is important for everyone in the group you’re convening to come to agreement on the definition that you will collectively use going forward.  We like this very broad definition because it’s about the impact of the work, and not a particular program or activity.  
Forming a group to do sustainability planning:
​        Cory Mashburn (director of Somerville Cares About Prevention) shared that the ideal group was no more than 10 people so that you have a variety of perspectives, but not too many to slow down the process.  
​        Get some power people at the table (in Somerville this was people from the Mayor’s office).  It’s ok if one or two people are less familiar with the work of your group.  
​        Youth voices were really important ones to have there and they can bring a great energy to the work.  
​        Somerville used two 4-hour meetings to accomplish their planning.  The two meetings were close together (Tuesday & Thursday in Somerville’s case) so that the momentum wasn’t lost between the two and they could cut down on the amount of time needed to recap what happened at the last meeting.  
​        Having an outside facilitator was great to allow coalition coordinators/directors to be able to participate as well.  
 A suggested process (see Sustainability Planning Process below): 
​        In session 1, after the group comes to a shared definition of sustainability, the next step is to explore the current work of the group.  This is when the group will list and decide what outcomes it wants to sustain.  This will provide a grounding as the group moves forward so that the focus is not entirely on sustaining specific activities (which may or may not support the outcomes you’re looking for).  It is sometimes helpful to refer back to these outcomes later in the process if it seems that activities that don’t support the key outcomes are being selected.

 ​        The next step is to decide which criteria to use (see Sustainability Toolkit for potential criteria).  You can use a “dots” voting exercise where each person is given 3-4 dots and places them next to the criteria that are most important to them.  

 ​        You then decide what to continue by listing activities (coordinator/director can do this prior to meeting), and applying the criteria you’ve selected (see Sustainability Toolkit for criteria grid).  You then, as a group, score each activity, for example on a scale of 1 to 5 – 1 doesn’t meet criteria, 5 fully meets criteria).  Scores are not absolutely binding, but give sense of what floats to top for priorities, and helps group narrow to a handful of activities.

 ​        At the end of the process, ideally you would have 4-6 things to sustain (more than that will likely be too much). This means that not every activity/program will be sustained and this is ok.  

​        Once you have decided which things to continue, you can brainstorm options for sustaining them using the PEARS tool (on our website) – again you’ll likely want to narrow down this list to what is most important and likely to be successful.  

 ​        Write up your plan and share it!  (see Sustainability Toolkit for Sample Plans)

 ​        Creating a plan for following up on these options and decisions is also very important.  In Somerville, the Regional Center asks about their progress and any challenges at each monthly check-in visit.  This might include reconvening the group at some interval as well.  

Proposed Sustainability Planning Process

The sustainability process can be done in several different ways.  The Sustainability Toolkit from the Center for Civic Partnership describes a process that would take several weeks.  We have narrowed these materials down to a process that could be done in a few sessions.  The following is an example of how a 2-session process could be structured.

Session 1: 

1. Create a shared understanding of sustainability

2. Explore the current work of the group 

3. Choose criteria for determining what to continue

4. Decide what to continue (apply criteria)

* Assign pre-work for next session?

Session 2: 

5. Review outcomes from session 1

6. PEARS activity for things to continue

7.  Plan for following up

8.  Planning for fund seeking

Please let us know if we can help with using these tools or process!  Regional Center for Healthy Communities (Metrowest): www.healthier-communities.org
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