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While some important wins have been 

achieved, many place-based efforts 

designed to address complex 

community issues have failed to 

achieve what they promised. 



In your experience, why do 
many community change 

efforts fail?



Why have most place-based efforts 
failed to achieve what was promised? 

Previous reviews have highlighted:

ÅDesign Failures
o Disconnect between goals and selected strategies

o Unrealistic expectations/time frames

o Insufficient scale and scope

o Insufficient attention to systems characteristics and dynamics  

ÅImplementation Failures
o Lack of capacity

o Product/process tensions

o Ineffective coordination and collaboration

o Insufficient attention to feedback and continuous improvement

o Insufficient attention to the process of change

ÅSustainability Failures
o Lack of attention to sustainability

o Lack of secured, sustained resources
Foster-Fishman & Long, 2008

Foster-Fishman, Nowell , & Yang, 2007
Kubish , Auspos, Brown, & Dewar, 2010

Trent & Chavis, 2008 



Overview

ÅPurpose of ABLe Framework

Å Introduction to the ABLe Change Framework

o Above the Line

o Below the Line

o ABLe Methods

ÅSystemic Action Research

ÅSimple Rules

ÅSmall Wins

ÅApplying the ABLe Change Framework

ÅPotential Outcomes and Limitations



Importance of 
Process/Implementation

·About 50% of organizational innovation 
implementations end in failure (Repenning & 

Sterman, 2002)

·Level of implementation has a profound 
effect on outcomes of 
prevention/intervention programs (Durlak & 

Dupree, 2008).

·Well implemented prevention programs have overall 
mean effect sizes that are two to three times higher 
(Person, et al., 2005). 



What is required for Place Based 

Efforts to Succeed?

Effective 
Systems 

Initiatives

DESIGN: 
Focus on 
System

IMPLEMENTATION : 
Pursue Effective 

Change Processes

Embed 
Systems 
into your 
Theory of 
Change

Create a 
Theory of 

Action 
for your 
Effort 



The Above and Below the Line 

(ABLe) Framework

ÅAbove the Line (the content)
o Embeds systems thinking into Theory of Change.

ÅBelow the Line (the implementation process)
o Address Readiness, Capacity, Diffusion, Sustainability issues in a Theory of 

Action

Content Process



ABOVE THE LINE FOCUS

INITIATIVEõS THEORY OF CHANGE INFUSED WITH A SYSTEMIC LENS

Connections, Components, Norms, Resources, Regulations, Power 

Operations

BELOW THE LINE FOCUS

BUILDING A CLIMATE FOR EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION

Readiness, Capacity, Diffusion, Sustainability



Strategies within the ABLe 

Framework

ÅSystemic Action Research Teams
o Supports ongoing systemic reflection, dialogue and action around 

Above and Below the Line Work

ÅSimple Rules
o Facilitates coherent change across multiple system levels

ÅSmall Wins
o Build momentum and willingness to pursue more entrenched systemic 

problems 



Strategic 
Action 

Learning 
Teams

Small 
Wins

Simple 
Rules

ABOVE THE LINE FOCUS

INITIATIVEõS THEORY OF CHANGE INFUSED WITH A SYSTEMIC LENS

Connections, Components, Norms, Resources, Regulations, Power 

Operations

BELOW THE LINE FOCUS

BUILDING A CLIMATE FOR EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION

Readiness, Capacity, Diffusion, Sustainability



Example Outcomes of this 

Approach
ÅStakeholders Reported

o Service Providers: Awareness of available services, new relationships, 

increased service coordination, understanding of multiple perspectives

o Leaders: increased agency coordination, understanding of other 

agencies, increased trust, belief that òwe can make a changeó

Å Initiated System Change Actions
o 81 activities in first six months

ÅSystems Changes
o Policy and procedure changes

o Creation of ongoing action teams

o Development of new information

ÅResource Expansion
o $9M federal grant

o County commissioners  agree to reallocate Child Care Funds 



Initiated Actions
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Highlighting the Positives
When IEP conversations are only focused on what is going wrongin the childôs life, 
parents tend to shut down, lose trust in providers, and stop attending meetings. 
Parents noted that a childôs problems are always personal for parents, yet are always 

professional for providers. Every child has positive qualities - highlighting these assets 
encourages parents to fully engage and participate in the process.

Recommended Strategies for Providers

It was suggested that for the first five minutes of every IEP 
meeting, everyone at the table should highlight positive things 
about the child. Some parents mentioned that their IEP teams 
actually set a timer to make sure this happens. All the parents on 
the board thought that this was by far one of the best ideas for 
helping to involve parents in IEP meetings.


